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Topic: Novelistic Similarities in Theodore Dreiser's 
An American Tragedy and Richard Wright's 
Native Son 
Advisor: Dr. Elizabeth J. Higgins 
Thesis dated: July 1983 
There are many American and non-American novelists 
whose novelistic characteristics disclose similiarities, 
but as far as I can determine there are none so fully 
parallel and so demonstrably alike as those in Theodore 
Dreiser's An American Tragedy (1925) and Richard Wright's 
Native Son (1940). While many critics in the past have 
called attention to the likenesses in these two novels, 
they have never elaborated the details fully. All of the 
analyses or assertions merely touch upon the general simi¬ 
larities between the two works, and all fail to answer many 
questions raised by their examinations of or statements about 
the writings. Some critics have made one-sided assertions, 
while others have made impartial ones. All, however, seem 
to have overlooked several important details. It is my 
opinion that most of the similarities in Dreiser and Wright 
are definitely not merely coincidental. For this reason, 
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I shall provide as much accurate information as possible 
to identify certain parallels which I have found in Dreiser 
and Wright and to disclose why they do, in fact, exist. 
This study explores an area of the subject that has not 
been thoroughly explicated in recent years. I have chosen 
to examine the two American literary giants to show how 
their youthful and young-adult days had similar effects on 
them which surfaced in the characterizations, themes and 
plots in their novels. 
Structurally, this thesis consists of six chapters. 
Chapter One serves as an introduction to present pertinent 
biographical similarities between the two writers to deter¬ 
mine how certain facts in their lives may have contributed 
to parallels in their novelistic writings. It further pro¬ 
vides comments about literature and explanations about ima¬ 
ginative writing which link the two writers. Chapter Two 
deals with the novelistic writing interest of the two authors 
to explain why and how the young men chose creative writing 
as the avenue to their success. Chapter Three examines the 
major and minor characters in both novels to illustrate how 
fundamental characteristics in them closely parallel details 
found in Dreiser's and Wright's own personal backgrounds. 
Chapter Four explores five themes common to both novels to 
show how the novelists express similar viewpoints in the 
two novels to show how Dreiser and Wright treated basically 
the same general ideas. In addition, the chapter discloses 
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the sources from which the novelists gathered factual infor¬ 
mation which they used for their own purposes in their novels. 
The final chapter serves as a conclusion which reiterates 
the similarities found in Dreiser and Wright's masterpieces. 
CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION 
There are many demonstrable similarities in Theodore 
Dreiser's An American Tragedy (1925) and Richard Wright's 
Native Son (1940). I have chosen to work with the two 
American literary giants because their youthful and young- 
adult days had similar effects on them which surfaced in 
the themes, characterizations and plots of their novels. 
There are many American and non-American novelists whose 
novelistic techniques disclose similarities, but as far as 
I can determine, there are none so fully parallel and so 
demonstrably alike as those presented in Dreiser and Wright's 
realistic fiction. In addition to the aforementioned reason, 
I should like to explore an area of the subject that has not 
been thoroughly explicated in recent years. In the past 
critics have mentioned, vaguely and briefly, that there are 
similarities in An American Tragedy and Native Son, but they 
seem to have overlooked several important details. I should 
provide as much accurate information as possible to disclose 
why certain similarities which I have found in Dreiser and 
Wright's novelistic techniques do, in fact, exist. Before 
dealing directly with the novels themselves, I should like 
to propose some of the fundamental reasons for the parallels 
in the authors' works. 
First of all, I would like to present some biographical 
1 
2 
similarities between the two writers that may have contri¬ 
buted to similarities in their novelistic techniques. Both 
writers were denied many normal experiences during their 
adolescent and young-adult days. They were deprived of 
these experiences for social, racial or economic reasons, 
or for all three. They each attended various schools as a 
result of problems that their families encountered. As a 
result of the father's economic failure and religiosity, 
the Dreiser family relocated frequently. Similarly, because 
of Wright's father's abandonment of the family and his 
mother's recurrent illness and their poverty, Wright's 
family moved from city to city looking for shelter and care 
for his mother or seeking employment. During these moves 
Wright seldom had the opportunity to stay in school for a 
long period of time. Each change in location hindered 
Wright's education and, in addition, created problems for 
him with the students at the new schools in which he 
enrolled. Another experience which Dreiser and Wright had 
in common is that they each went to larger cities to pursue 
materialistic dreams and goals and strove to improve their 
economic status by accepting menials jobs such as those of 
bellboy, dishwasher, porter and hallboy. The writers also 
shared another type of youthful experience. Dreiser and 
Wright began writing creatively at an early age; however, 
Wright's situation was the more difficult one for, unlike 
Dreiser, he received no support from family, friends, or 
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school officials. As far as I have been able to determine, 
the similarity of youthful experiences ends at this point; 
however, other parallelisms appear in their adult years. 
Both men began their writing careers as newspaper reporters 
before they actually began their careers as novelists. After 
completing a year of study at Indiana University, Dreiser 
worked as a reporter for St. Louis, Chicago, Pittsburgh and 
New York newspapers. Similarly, while involved with the 
Communist Party Wright worked as editor for the Daily Worker. 
In addition to the aforementioned parallels, both writers 
shared the desire to experience as much of what they wrote 
as possible. An American Tragedy was written about indus¬ 
trialized America of the period 1920-25 and the extremes of 
poverty that came with the era. The novel also depicted 
the religious values of the time, all of which were observed 
and experienced by the novelist. Although the novel was 
begun with first-hand knowledge of urban America around 
1920, Dreiser was determined to write about events he had 
personally encountered. As Swanberg points out, Dreiser's 
family was very poor, and they were doomed by failure because 
of the parents' ignorance, superstition, religiosity and 
poverty.^ Gerber informs us that young Dreiser's father's 
religious fanaticism created a gap between the father and 
lw. A. Swanberg, Dreiser (New York: Charles Scribner's 
Sons, 1965), pp. 3-5. 
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the children. John Paul Dreiser, the father, was a very 
strict man who strove hard to save his children from the 
evils of the world; however, because they longed to engage 
in worldly pleasures, to have money, to own elegant clothes 
and to socialize with the opposite sex, their father's 
strict teaching was rejected.2 Dreiser's dissatisfaction 
with his home life and his ambition to succeed in life 
prompted him to leave home at an early age and to experience 
many things that he had always desired. Later, Dreiser 
would utilize these personal experiences as the basis for 
his imaginative writing, particularly An American Tragedy, 
which parallels his youth and young-adult days more than 
any other novel that he has written. Similarly, Wright 
attempted to write about subjects that were familiar to 
him. For example, Native Son contains first-hand knowledge 
of life in the Jim Crow South and big city slums of the 
North. Through his characters in Native Son, Wright provides 
his readers with first-hand knowledge of the conditions in 
which he lived from the time that he was a child to the 
time that he went to live in the big city. Specifically, 
Wright depicts America's treatment of the black man's 
economic deprivation in a society which, because of racial 
prejudice, does not allow him the opportunity to succeed. 
2Philip L. Gerber, Theodore Dreiser (Boston: Twayne Pub¬ 
lisher's Inc., 1964), pp. 22-25. 
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Dreiser and Wright did not have to search out situations 
for the actual purpose of writing about them in their 
imaginative works. They were aware of the fact that they 
wanted to inform the world of the lives that they had lived, 
the places that they had been, the people they had met, and 
of their American dream. Wright informs us that he actually 
took notes on the lives of people whom he met and places 
where he went. For example, when he was involved with the 
Communist Party, he wrote biographical sketches of some of 
the members of the Communist party.3 Furthermore, Wright 
took advantage of his job at the South Side Boys' Club by 
talking with and listening to the young men. He took note 
of their conversation, speech and personalities, and inter¬ 
mingled what he observed with what he had experienced and 
produced short stories.4 Obviously, Wright used his experi¬ 
ences in his imaginative writing. Undoubtedly, Dreiser also 
undertook this kind of personal observation, but Wright 
felt a strong desire for a first-hand involvement with what 
he chose to write about. 
After examining the biographies of Dreiser and Wright, 
one can be certain of why the two writers' works are so 
closely parallel and of what they drew upon to develop their 
^Richard Wright, American Hunger (New York: Harper and 
Row Publishers, 1966), pp. 85-88. 
4Ibid. 
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ideas. In addition to these biographical similarities, 
certain comments about literature and explanations about 
imaginative writing link the two writers. In a letter to 
Jack Wilgus, Dreiser said: "... I had long brooded upon the 
story An American Tragedy for it seemed to me not only to 
include every phase of our national life — politics, soci¬ 
ety, religion, business, sex — but it was a story so common 
to every boy reared in the smaller towns of America. It 
seemed so truly a story of what life does to the individual 
-- and how impotent the individual is against such forces. 
My purpose was not to mobilize — God forbid — but to give, 
if possible, a background and a psychology of reality which 
would somehow explain, if not condone, how such murders 
happen — and they have happened with surprising frequency 
in America as long as I can remember."5 in a comparable 
statement, Wright declared in an article entitled, "I Bite 
The Hand That Feeds Me," Atlantic, June 1940: "I wrote Native 
Son to show what manner of men and women the majority breeds, 
and my aim was to depict a character in terms of the living 
tissue and texture of daily consciousness regarding the 
private life." Finally, both novelists discuss why realistic 
writing attracted them. Dreiser informs us that he was 
attracted to serious, realistic fiction after he had become 
^Robert H. Elias, ed., Letters of Theodore Dreiser 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1959), 
p. 458. 
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discouraged by the effort to produce ephemeral material for 
established newspapers which would not permit him to report 
even his facts authentically. The newspaper establishments 
for which Dreiser worked wanted him to present the ideas 
that : 
All men were honest—only they weren't; 
all women were virtuous and without evil 
intent or design—but they weren't 
all mothers were gentle, self-sacrificing 
slaves, sweet pictures for song and 
Sunday Schools—only they weren't; all 
fathers were kind, affectionate, saving, 
industrious—only they weren't. But when 
describing actual facts for the news 
columns, you were not allowed to indicate 
these things.^ 
Similarly, Wright informs us, in articulating his philosophy, 
that all men are capable of committing crime and all men 
are basically evil.7 Margaret Alexander suggests that as a 
result of Wright's life in the Jim Crow South and his rejec¬ 
tion of his grandmother's and mother's religious teaching, he 
was able to develop a philosophy based on the conditions 
that he had experienced and lived through, just as Dreiser 
had done.8 Moreover, Wright explains his feelings after 
having read two of Dreiser's novels: "All my life had shaped 
^Theodore Dreiser, A Book About Myself (New York: Boni 
and Liveright, 1922), pp. 132-133. 
7 Ibid. 
^Margaret Alexander, "Richard Wright," in Richard Wright 
Impressions and Perspectives, ed. David Ray (Ann Arbor: The 
University of Michigan Press, 1971), pp. 63-65. 
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me for the realism, the naturalism of the modern novel, and 
I could not read enough of them."9 
It is my opinion that most of the similarities in 
Dreiser and Wright's novelistic techniques are definitely 
not merely coincidental, just as were most of the similari¬ 
ties in their background experiences. Many critics have 
called attention to the likenesses in Dreiser and Wright's 
novelistic techniques. However, they have never elaborated 
the details fully. Some critics have made one-sided asser¬ 
tions, while others have made impartial ones. Before pre¬ 
senting examples of similarities in the novels, I shall cite 
assertions by well-known critics who have compared An Ameri¬ 
can Tragedy and Native Son. 
Peter Monro Jacks was one of the first critics to 
express fully his views on Dreiser and Wright's novels. He 
felt that the best way to disclose the substance of the 
novels was to compare them. The main similarity which Jacks 
saw in the novels is that in both the protagonists are doomed 
by environmental forces. The critic felt that racial injus¬ 
tice was the sole reason for Bigger's inevitable fall, while 
social injustice was the main reason for Clyde's equally in¬ 
evitable fall. He compares the two novels in this manner: 
9Ibid. 
9 
Both deal seriously and powerfully with 
the problem of social maladjustment, with en¬ 
vironment, and individual behavior, and subse¬ 
quently with crime and punishment. Both are 
tragedies, and Dreiser's white boy and Wright's 
black boy are equally killed in the electric 
chair for being social misfits. The pattern in 
both books is similar, the family, the adoles¬ 
cent, the lure of money in both is that society 
is to blame, that the environment into which 
each was born forced onto them their crimes, 
that they were the particular victims in general 
of injustice. 
Edwin Berry Burgum, another well-known critic, main¬ 
tained that the reason for the parallels found in the two 
novels is that Wright used the novelistic plan of Dreiser's 
An American Tragedy and duplicated a large portion of its 
details.H Edward Margolies also made a very useful and 
interesting assertion about the similarities which he found 
in Dreiser and Wright's novels. He felt that the society 
was to blame for the downfall of both protagonists, and 
that this is the reason for the inevitability of their 
downfall.12 Another critic, Clifton Fadiman, concluded his 
comments on the subjects with this statement: "Native Son 
does for the Negro what An American Tragedy did for the 
lOpeter Monro Jacks, "A Tragic Novel of Negro Life in 
America," New York Times Book Review, 3 March 1940, p. 2. 
ÜEdwin Berry Burgum, "The Promise of Democracy and the 
Fiction of Richard Wright," Science and Society 7 (Fall 1943) 
250-251. 
l  2Edward Margolies, The Art of Richard Wright (London: 
Feefer and Simons Inc., 1969), p. 112. 
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bewildered, inarticulate American white."13 Fadiman's ana¬ 
lysis does not cover all aspects of the novels and their 
techniques, but his conclusion seems to be pertinent to this 
discussion. 
Although many insightful assertions have been made by 
other well-known critics,14 Robert Bone expressed some of 
the most useful views on the subject of the similarities 
which he felt existed between the two novels: 
An American Tragedy (1925) in particular 
seems to have been a model for Native Son. Both 
novels make use of criminality as their chief 
dramatic device, and in each case the crime is 
the natural and inevitable product of a warped 
society. Both authors draw the data for their 
trial scenes, in classic naturalistic fashion, 
from authentic court records: Dreiser from a 
murder case in upstate New York, and Wright from 
the famous Leopold and Loeb kidnap-murder in 
Chicago. Both novels, through their titles, 
make the point that Clyde Griffiths and Bigger 
Thomas are native products, and not, as Wright 
remarks, imported from Moscow or anywhere else. 
Both authors advance a guilt-of-the nation 
thesis and a corollary to their advancemental 
view of the crime.1^ 
H"A Black American Tragedy," New Yorker, March 2, 1940. 
l^other critics have made assertions concerning simi¬ 
larities in Dreiser and Wright's novels. Among them may be 
listed: Eldridge Cleaver, Soul on Ice (New York: McGraw- 
Hill, 1968), p. 105; Keneth Kinnamon, The Emergence of Richard 
Wright—A Study in Literature and Society (Chicago: Univer¬ 
sity of Illinois, 1972), p. 78; Dan McCall, The Example of 
Richard Wright (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, 1969), 
p. 68. 
l^Robert Bone, The Negro Novel in America (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1958), pp. 142-143. 
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Like most of the other critics, Bone too read An American 
Tragedy and Native Son closely and compared the writers' 
novelistic devices. However, Bone declared that Wright 
drew many of his ideas from the Leopold and Loeb kidnap- 
murder case in Chicago; Wright, on the other hand, informs 
us in Native Son that he drew many of his ideas from the 
Robert Nixon-Earl Hicks case. The writer also tells us 
that most of the incidents taken from the newspaper arti¬ 
cles are fictionalized situations or incidents and revised 
stories drawn from the Chicago Tribune during the time in 
which he wrote his novel. Margaret Alexander made an in¬ 
teresting revelation in reference to the source from which 
Wright drew his ideas. Alexander and Wright worked together 
for the South Side Writers' Group of the W.P.A. in Chicago. 
While they were working together, a close friendship deve¬ 
loped between them. Around 1938 Wright left Chicago for New 
York, but he and Alexander continued to correspond. In one 
letter which Wright wrote Alexander in June of 1938 he men¬ 
tioned that he had heard of a murder case in Chicago that 
closely paralleled a novel he was working on. He asked her 
to collect as many articles as she could find concerning the 
case and to forward them to him. About six months later Alex¬ 
ander discovered what Wright was doing with the newspaper arti¬ 
cles : 
Wright explained a little about the new 
book and told about the clippings. He said 
he had enough to spread all over his nine-by¬ 
twelve bedroom floor, and he was using them in 
the way Dreiser had done in An American Tragedy. 
He would spread them all out and read them over 
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and over again and then take off from there 
in his own imagination. The major portion 
of Native Son is built on the information 
and action of those clippings. 
To explain the parallel between the novels being dis¬ 
cussed I shall outline the basis of the cases which Dreiser 
and Wright used to prepare the action of their plots. During 
the time that Dreiser worked as a newspaper reporter, he 
collected newspaper articles on the Roland Molineux case in 
which a young man had killed his girl friend in order to marry 
someone who had more material wealth.I7 Later Dreiser was 
to intermingle the articles with his own ideas for prepara¬ 
tion of An American Tragedy. In a similar manner Wright 
collected articles on the Earl Hicks-Robert Nixon case. 
The case concerned two young men who were accused of raping 
a young woman and bludgeoning her to death with a brick. 
Even though Margaret Alexander has provided us with valuable 
revelations, and while most of the assertions that have been 
made by the aforementioned critics are correct, no one has 
thoroughly explicated the similarities. All of the analyses 
merely touch upon the general similarities between An Ameri¬ 
can Tragedy and Native Son, and all fail to answer many 
questions. 
In summary, while early life-experiences which Dreiser 
l^Margaret Alexander, p. 60. 
^Robert Penn Warren, Homage to Theodore Dreiser (New 
York: Random House, 1971), p. 97. 
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and Wright underwent were somewhat different, their ultimate 
commitment to imaginative writing was the same. Now it 
appears that it was inevitable that Dreiser and Wright 
should write fiction and reveal numerous parallels in their 
works, since their backgrounds reveal general similarities. 
One would have to conclude that the two young writers 
reflected seriously upon their experiences, intertwined 
material from other sources with their imagination, and 
used it in their fiction in a similar manner. As a result, 
they produced two naturalistic masterpieces. Even though 
one was written approximately fifteen years before the 
other, the writers' fundamental truthfulness and honesty in 
interpreting the human condition were the same. In order 
to illustrate the possibility of demonstrable parallels 
between Dreiser and Wright's works, it will be necessary 
for me to present similarities in their imaginative writing 
interests and then proceed toward the analysis of closer 
parallels between their writings as these appear in charac¬ 
terization, plot and theme. 
CHAPTER II 
THE NOVELISTS' IMAGINATIVE NOVELISTIC INTERESTS 
Before continuing with the actual novelistic parallels 
in the major works of Dreiser and Wright, I might first 
explain why and how the young men chose creative writing as 
the avenue to their success. Both became interested in 
imaginative writing at an early age. Dreiser was around 
eighteen at the time of his initial interest, while Wright 
was fifteen. Dreiser's interest in imaginative writing 
began when he was in high school. He was encouraged by one 
of his teachers, Mildred Fielding, who urged him to read 
extensively to broaden his knowledge and to sustain his 
enthusiasm;-*- and it was she who opened his eyes to different 
genres of literature, particularly plays, novels and poems. 
Undoubtedly, she saw something in Dreiser that had not yet 
surfaced, but which she knew with time and work eventually 
would emerge. Therefore, young Dreiser's teacher urged him 
to enter college at her expense for one year to experience 
college life, to expose himself to new and different hori¬ 
zons, and to give thought as to what he wanted to do in 
life.2 
lw. A. Swanberg, Dreiser (New York: Charles Scribner's 
Sons, 1965), p. 36. 
^Richard Lehan, Theodore Dreiser: His World and His 




Accepting his teacher's offer, and temporarily putting 
aside his menial jobs, Dreiser entered Indiana University, 
the gateway that led toward his "American dream." 
During the year 1890 I had been formu¬ 
lating my first dim notion as to what it was 
I wanted to do in life. For two years and 
more I had been reading Eugene Field's "Sharps 
and Flats," a column he wrote daily for the 
Chicago Daily News, and through this, the 
various phrases of life which he suggested 
in a humorous though at times romantic way, 
I was beginning to suspect, vaguely at first, 
that I wanted to write, possibly something 
like that. Nothing else that I had so far 
read — novels, plays, poems, histories — 
gave me quite the same feeling for construc¬ 
tive thought as did the matter of his daily 
notes, whereas nearly all the others dealt 
with foreign scenes and people.3 
In a letter to H. L. Mencken, Dreiser said: "I seethed to 
express myself." The desire to write began to surface as 
he began to pursue a career in journalism. His contacts 
with other employees gave him the impression that newsmen 
were men of great stature. Young Dreiser felt certain that 
he wanted to be among the prominent leaders and workers in 
current American society; therefore, in an attempt to lift 
himself out of poverty, the inexperienced youth bought appro¬ 
priate business attire and sought his first job as a news¬ 
paper employee. Ultimately he found a job with one of the 
less reputable newspaper establishments, where he accepted 
3Theodore Dreiser, Dawn (New York: Liveright, 1931), p. 
465. 
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low pay, long hours and incessant lectures.4 Dreiser worked 
very diligently at his first "real" job, because he knew 
that it was the gateway to his dream, and in the process of 
journeying along the road to that dream the young writer 
realized his keen interest in imaginative writing. However, 
at the same time Dreiser was able to recognize the weaknesses 
in his writing. 
I was a weakling of the worst kind; nearly 
everybody could do these things, and nearly all 
of the youths were far more proficient in all the 
niceties of life than I was: manners, dancing, 
knowledge of dress and occasions. Hence I was a 
fool. The dullest athlete of the least profi¬ 
ciency could have overcome me; the most minute 
society man, if socially correct, was infinitely 
my superior. Hence what had I to hope for and 
when it came to wealth and opportunity, how poor 
I seemed!5 
It seems that Dreiser had an inferiority complex that arose 
from early childhood and young adult days and continued to 
govern his thoughts when he began to write. As Fred Lewis 
Pattee points out in his valuable study, Dreiser's writing 
contains many flaws, and undoubtedly his pessimistic attitude 
accounts for many of them.6 in order to maintain his place 
with the Globe, where he had found his first newspaper job, 
4w. A. Swanberg, p. 37. 
^Theodore Dreiser, Dawn, p. 468. 
®Fred Lewis Pattee, The New American Literature 1890- 
1930 (New York: Cooper Square Publishers, Inc., 1968), p7 
189. 
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Dreiser worked very hard to attain proficiency in his jour¬ 
nalistic writing skills. Although he did not achieve profi¬ 
ciency, he did establish a good reputation as a journalist 
and was extended the opportunity to move up to more reputable 
newspaper establishments. The more Dreiser wrote, the more 
he aspired to become that much more successful, and in 
order to reach his goal he roamed around from city to city 
and state to state looking for the one job in journalism 
that would make up for all of the suffering and deprivation 
which he had encountered as a youth. Finally he was employed 
by a reputable newspaper establishment in Pittsburgh. He 
was advised by his superior to browse through various works 
in the city's public library, founded by Andrew Carnegie. 
Young Dreiser accepted his supervisor's counsel and disco¬ 
vered that his interest in imaginative writing was greater 
than he had realized previously. The works that appear to 
have interested him most were those written by Europeans. 
He read works written by men such as Balzac, Flaubert and 
Zola, and was simply elated when he finished his readings. 
Dreiser was inspired, enchanted, captivated by the way the 
Europeans expressed themselves. He began to feel something 
that he had never felt before. He was amazed by the nove- 
listic techniques that these authors employed in their fic¬ 
tion; specifically, he began to identify with Balzac's main 
protagonists and to imagine Balzac's situations and events 
as though they were his own. Obviously, young Dreiser's 
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interest in imaginative writing was continuing to awaken 
and intensify in him. It is believed that the European 
writers such as Balzac, Zola and Flaubert impressed him 
more than any others. In fact, by the time Dreiser earned 
a position on a newspaper staff he had already accumulated 
enough naturalistic experience to write a book. In a letter 
to H. L. Mencken, his closest friend, Dreiser described his 
obsession with the European writers. He was simply enchanted 
with the Europeans' utilization of their life-experiences, 
and he openly admitted that the pictures they drew of their 
lives motivated him to begin his own creative writing career. 
The springtime, Balzac, the very pictu¬ 
resque city itself, my own idling and yet reflec¬ 
tive disposition, caused me finally to attempt 
a series of mood or word pictures about the most 
trivial matters—a summer storm, a spring day, 
a visit to a hospital, the death of an old 
switchman's dog, the arrival of the first mos¬ 
quito—which gave me my first taste of what it 
means to be a creative writer.^ 
Dreiser was so fully enthralled with the Europeans' work 
that he wanted to try his hand at writing about his own 
life in America to convey his feelings and to aid him in 
the production of imaginative literature. Obviously, it 
was easy for Dreiser to write about his life-experiences, 
because he described them as accurately as possible. In 
other words, Dreiser's inward passion for the human condition 
and the impressions made upon him by the European writers 
^Theodore Dreiser, A Book About Myself (New York: Boni 
and Liveright, 1922), p. 413. 
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nurtured his creative writing career. Since young Dreiser's 
interest in imaginative writing was continuing to develop, 
impatiently he moved to New York looking for success to 
come more rapidly. 
Once in New York, Dreiser came to realize that it was 
not as easy to secure a job as it had been in St. Louis, 
Chicago and Pittsburgh. He also learned that success is 
not something which one acquires overnight, and that one 
has to assert oneself in order to get what one wants. 
Dreiser's assertiveness landed him a job with the World, a 
large newspaper establishment in New York, but when the 
editor discovered his weaknesses in writing news stories 
the management allowed him to write only minor reports; 
actually, he was hired as a free-lance reporter.8 Initially, 
however, this did not discourage young Dreiser. In fact, 
his interest in writing creatively was stimulated, because 
he used his imagination to extend the short, unimportant 
reports. Nevertheless, knowing that this work did not 
completely satisfy his editors, Dreiser became unhappy about 
his job and its restrictions. As he began to have second 
thoughts about journalism, he became more depressed.9 
^Philip Gerber, Theodore Dreiser (Boston: Twayne Pub¬ 
lishers, Inc., 1964), p. 48. 
^F. o. Matthiessen, Theodore Dreiser (New York: William 
Sloane Associates, 1951), p. 45. 
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You could not write about life as it 
was; you had to write about it as somebody 
else thought it was, the ministers and farm¬ 
ers and dullards of the home. Yet here I 
was busy in a profession that was hourly 
revealing the fact that this sweetness-and- 
light code, this idea of a perfect world which 
contained neither sin nor shame for any sane 
vile outcasts, criminals and vagrants, was 
the trashiest lie that was ever foisted upon 
an all too human world. Not a day, not an 
hour, but the pages of the very newspaper we 
were helping to fulfill with our scribbled 
observations were full of the most incisive 
pictures of the lack of virtue, honesty, 
kindness, even average human intelligence, 
not on the part of the few but of nearly 
everybody.^ 
Young Dreiser was torn between his views on writing and 
those of his superiors. 
I set examining the current magazines... 
I was never more confounded than by a discre¬ 
pancy existing between my own observations and 
those displayed here, the beauty and peace and 
charm to be found in everything, the almost 
complete absence of any reference to the course 
and the vulgar and the cruel and the terrible... 
But as I viewed the strenuous world about me, 
all that I read seemed not to have so very much 
to do with it. Perhaps, as I now thought, life 
as I saw it, the darker phases, was never to 
be written about. Maybe such things were not 
the true province of fiction anyhow. I read 
and read, but all I could gather was that I 
had not such tales to tell, and, however much 
I tried, I could not think of any. The kind 
of thing that I was witnessing no one would 
want as fiction.H 
-*-^Dreiser, A Book About Myself, pp. 490-491. 
i:LIbid., pp. 132-133 
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Eventually his feelings won the mental battle in which his 
mind was absorbed and he abandoned journalism entirely.^2 
Without a job and with no one to turn to, Dreiser began to 
wander around the city. Finally, his brother, Paul Dresser, 
as he called himself, who was working in New York at the 
time, asked him to write the words to a song for a magazine 
that his publishers were beginning.33 Hesitantly, Dreiser 
consented, and undoubtedly Paul's publishers were satisfied 
with Dreiser's work, because they named him editor of the 
periodical entitled Ev'ry Month. 
Dreiser was determined to exploit the truth through 
his writing; he wanted to present a picture of the "real" 
world. A step toward achievement of his dream came in 
1898, when he began to write articles and poems which he 
sold to magazines such as Metropolitan, Cosmopolitan and 
The New York Times.Such writing did not bring him the 
best income, but it did help to promote his name as a writer 
and made it possible for his name to be included in Who's Who 
as an author, editor and poet in 1899. Surprisingly, this 
listing made Dreiser more pessimistic about become a nove¬ 
list; but his friend, Arthur Henry, a sympathetic critic who 
32F. 0. Matthiessen, p. 45. 
33Ibid., p. 46. 
l^w. A. Swanberg, p. 76-77. 
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recognized the young writer's potential, helped him overcome 
the pessimism permanently. Henry was a young newspaper 
editor in Toledo who hired Dreiser on a short-term basis to 
do some writing for him. The two men grew very fond of 
each other, as each of them thought the other to be very 
kind and ambitious.-*-^ In fact, Henry was so admiring of 
Dreiser's literary ambition that he tried to secure a place 
for him on the staff of the Blade. Unfortunately, the job 
did not materialize, but Dreiser continued to pursue his 
dream. The young writer tried once again to improve his 
writing by studying the fiction of well-known writers such 
as William Dean Howells. Meanwhile Henry kept urging him to 
write something other than news stories. In an attempt to 
help him to do so, Henry invited Dreiser to spend the summer 
with him at his house on the Maumee River. After refusing 
one invitation, Dreiser finally accepted an invitation to 
Henry's house in the summer of 1899, and it was this accep¬ 
tance that had the greatest impact on Dreiser's imaginative 
writing career. Henry and Dreiser both worked diligently 
on some form of literature, and they inspired, criticized 
and assisted each other when it was necessary. Henry con¬ 
stantly urged Dreiser to keep up his efforts, and it was at 
his insistence that Dreiser wrote his first short stories. 
ISphilip Gerber, p. 48. 
l^Ibid. , p. 50. 
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Dreiser presents an account of this in a letter to Mencken. 
It was he (Arthur Henry) who persuaded me to write 
my first short story. This is literally true. He 
nagged until I did, saying he saw short stories 
in me. I wrote one finally, sitting in the same 
room with him in a house on the Maumee River, at 
Maumee, Ohio, outside Toledo. This was in the 
summer of 1898 (1899). After each paragraph I 
blushed for my folly—it seemed asinine. He 
insisted on my going on—that it was good—and I 
thought he was kidding me, that it was rotten 
but that he wanted to let me down easy. Finally 
HE took (it), had it typewritten and sent it to 
Ainslee's. They sent me a check for $75. Thus 
I began. 
The above is exact and sacredly true. 
Then he began to ding-dong about a novel. I must 
write a novel. By then I had sold them all: 
1. "Of The Shining Slave Makers" 
2. "The Door of the Butcher Rogaum" 
3. "The World and the Bubble" 
4. "Nigger Jeff" 
5. "When the Old Century Was New"l7 
It was these short stories that paved the way for what 
was to come later, Dreiser's first novel. After Dreiser 
had written numerous short stories, Henry challenged him to 
the more complicated task, and with his encouragement and 
constant support the birth of Dreiser's first novel was 
witnessed as Sister Carrie (1900). Now the determined 
young writer was not restricted to writing in any particular 
style because he was his own editor; on the contrary, he 
was able to let his thoughts flow and to shape them into 
those novelistic techniques that worked best for him. He 
l7Dreiser to Mencken, May 13, 1916; Letters I, 211-212 
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formed his characters, situations and environments both 
according to his own theories and by combining them with 
the theories of the Europeans. Everything that he observed 
as a youth was recorded. He particularly exposed the 
wealthy and their attitude toward the poor, and he exposed 
the poor and their desire to achieve success. It appears 
that Dreiser had enough accumulated knowledge to write any 
imaginative masterpiece that he chose without the aid of 
other sources; but apparently he was excited by the manner 
in which Zola had subjected his characters to experimental 
conditions, by the way in which Darwin had applied mechanism 
and by the capacity of Comte to apply his views on social 
determinism, for he adapted and employed many of these 
theories as exhibited in the Europeans' fiction. Dreiser 
wrote many other works after the completion of his first 
novel. Undoubtedly, his ability to commingle his own theo¬ 
ries and those that he adapted, his awareness of the trans¬ 
formation of all of American society during the 1920's, and 
his desire to expose the unpleasant conditions that such a 
transformation had created, as well as his sympathetic 
passion for the human condition, enabled him to do so. 
With skills such as the aforementioned, Dreiser gained 
widespread recognition and popularity as a writer, especially 
with the publication of An American Tragedy, a novel that 
exhibits all of his imaginative writing skills. After iden¬ 
tifying Dreiser's imaginative writing interests, it can 
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be said that he aspired to write creatively as a means of 
recording truthful observations, utilizing journalistic ex¬ 
perience, and escaping those financial disasters which he 
had encountered as a child and young man. 
On the contrary, Wright's developing interest in ima¬ 
ginative literature came through his reading of Flynn1s 
Detective Weekly^-^ and listening to stories read to him by 
the young teacher who boarded with his grandmother during 
1916. Wright explains: 
She whispered to me the story of "Blue Beard and 
His Seven Wives" and I ceased to see the porch, 
the sunshine, her face, everything. As her words 
fell upon my new ears, I endowed them with a real¬ 
ity that welled up from somewhere within me. 
She told how Bluebeard duped and married his 
seven wives, how he had loved and slain them, 
how he had hanged them up by their hair in a 
dark closet. The tale made the world around me 
be, throb, live. As she spoke, reality changed, 
the presences. My sense of life deepened and 
the feel of things was different, somehow. En¬ 
chanted and enthralled, I stopped her constantly 
to ask for details. My imagination blazed. The 
sensations the story aroused in me were never to 
leave me.19 
Wright's reactions to the words that he heard fascinated 
him. First of all, they motivated him to fill the gap in 
his limited education and background by reading incessantly. 
Secondly, they stimulated his innate creativity to experiment 
l^Richard Wright, Black Boy (New York: Harper and Row 
Publishers, 1966), p. 47. 
19Ibid. , p. 147. 
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with words. In essence, Wright wrote creatively to attain 
that knowledge which he lacked and hoped that fact would 
initiate a successful career for him. 
Like Dreiser, Richard Wright was also a very determined 
young man. Although his mother's recurrent illness created 
many problems for him, he never abandoned his dream to move 
North and become a writer, a dream he had from an early 
age. The publication of his first short story testifies to 
his initial interest in imaginative writing. However, his 
creativity received nothing but criticism from family, 
friends, schoolmates and the school principal. No one gave 
him the encouragement and inspiration that a young writer 
needs to build his confidence. In fact, his family felt 
that this story entitled "The Voodoo of Hell's Half Acre," 
which was published in 1924, was the work of the devil. 
His schoolmates thought his story was a waste of precious 
time, and the principal questioned his use of certain words 
in the title. The only person who provided Wright any 
support was the editor of the local black newspaper; he 
took the time to read and to publish the story. Nevertheless, 
Wright was determined to write, and when the opportunity 
presented itself, he took advantage of it. For instance, 
when Wright was chosen valedictorian of his eighth-grade 
graduating class in spring of 1925, he was told that he 
would have to write and deliver a speech. The same principal 
who had objected to the title of young Wright's first 
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publication objected, however, to his writing his own speech 
for graduation.20 
Wright refused to make a speech prepared by someone 
else, and as a result on graduation night delivered his own 
speech written from his own creative imagination.2^ After 
graduating from high school, Wright continued to secure 
jobs that were degrading to him, jobs that were far beneath 
his intellect and interests.22 Later, Wright found himself 
able to save enough money to move north from Mississippi to 
Memphis to pursue his "American dream" of becoming a 
writer. After he had reached Memphis and secured a room in 
a boarding house, he was faced with a problem which he had 
not expected to encounter; he realized that his landlady 
wanted him to marry her daughter. Soon, because he thought 
that marriage would be a hindrance to the achievement of 
his dream, he secured shelter somewhere. 
Wright's employment in Memphis was not vastly better 
than it had been in Mississippi, but his prior experience 
qualified him for better-paying jobs. Some of his work 
allowed him to meet more whites, some of whom helped him 
develop an interest in American, as well as non-American, 
classics. While working as an errand boy, eye-glass washer 
20David Bakish, Richard Wright (New York: Frederick 




and post-office package boy, he ran across an article writ¬ 
ten by H. L. Mencken. The article shocked Wright, because 
he discovered in it an American white writing about the 
conditions of the South with such angry candor.23 Wright 
was impressed with Mencken's style, but wondered why a 
white man openly revealed the truth about racial injustice 
in the South. The article aroused Wright's curiosity so 
much that he decided to ask one of the optical company 
workers, an Irish Catholic who was hated by the white 
Southerners, to lend him his library card. The worker 
consented, but with curiosity as to why Wright wanted to 
read certain writers' works.24 Young Wright explained this 
and went on to borrow from the library books written by H. L 
Mencken, among which was A Book of Prefaces. 
After reading Mencken's books and admiring his style, 
Wright ventured on to read all of the writers whom Mencken 
mentioned : 
Anatole France, Joseph Conrad, Sinclair Lewis, 
Sherwood Anderson, Dostoevski, George Moore, 
Gustave Flaubert, Maupassant, Tolstoy, Frank 
Norris, Mark Twain, Thomas Hardy, Arnold 
Bennett, Stephen Crane, Poe, Thomas Mann, 0. 
Henry, Dreiser, H.G. Wells, Gogol, Huneker, 
Nietzche and others.25 
23constance Webb, Richard Wright: A Biography (New York 
G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1968), pp. 78-79. 
24ibid. , pp. 79-80. 
25Richard Wright, Black Boy, p. 272. 
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Wright was captivated with words; each time he would run 
across an unfamiliar word he would look up its meaning in a 
dictionary which he had brought with him from Mississippi.26 
In addition, he was fascinated by the way the white writers 
depicted the American scene. From their works he was able 
to grasp a better understanding of the events, situations, 
thoughts and actions of the white man, and he was determined 
to write about the black man's life in the same manner, as 
no black author had done before. His aim was to depict as 
accurately as possible the living texture of the life he 
knew best by revealing his lack of high school education, 
his restricted background and the living conditions that he 
and other blacks endured. Young Wright continued to read 
Mencken's and other writers' books which Mencken suggested 
as literary models.27 According to Constance Webb, Mencken 
suggested that if one wants to choose a good literary guide, 
one should read books written by men such as Lewis and 
Dreiser.26 Wright says that he read only two of Dreiser's 
novels, Jennie Gerhardt and Sister Carrie.26 On the other 
hand, 
26Michel Fabre, The Unfinished Quest of Richard Wright 
(New York: William Morrow and Company, 1973), p. 69. 
27Ibid., p. 70. 
26Constance Webb, Richard Wright: A Biography, p. 78. 
2^Richard Wright, Black Boy, p. 274. 
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I read Stein's Three Lives, Crane's 
Red Badge of Courage and Dostoevski's The 
Possessed, all of which revealed new realms of 
feeling. But the most important discoveries 
came when I veered from fiction proper into 
fields of psychology and sociology. I ran 
through volumes that bore upon the causes of 
my conduct and the conduct of my people. I 
studied tables of figures relating population- 
density to sanity, relating housing to disease, 
relating school to recreational opportunities 
to crime, relating forms of neurotic behavior 
to environment, relating racial insecurities 
to conflicts between whites and blacks.30 
According to Fabre, Wright began to feel uncertain about 
his potential to write.31 His friends did not understand 
why he was reading so much. In fact, they had never heard 
of the books that he was reading. His landlady worried 
because she thought he read too much.32 Nevertheless, 
Wright continued to read: ... Reading was like a drug, a 
dope. The novels created moods in which I lived for days.33 
However, as Fabre points out, Wright felt that he had missed 
out on something all of his life; he felt hurt and depressed 
by all of the things that had been denied him and his race.34 
30Richard Wright, American Hunger (New York: Harper and 
Row Publishers, 1966), pp. 19-20. 
3lMichel Fabre, The Unfinished Quest of Richard Wright, 
p. 68. 
32Richard Wright, Black Boy, pp. 273-275. 
33ibid. , p. 273. 
34Michel Fabre, The Unfinished Quest of Richard Wright, 
p. 68. 
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Even though Wright's living conditions in Memphis were 
better than those in Mississippi, the former city did not 
promise him the inspiration to become the writer that he 
wanted to become. Therefore, in an attempt to escape from the 
South once more to improve his life, Wright made plans to 
move to Chicago in 1927.35 However, he was careful not to 
reveal his real reasons for moving North for fear of the 
animosity toward him that he believed the truth would evoke. 
Initially, while life in Chicago was not any better 
for Wright than it had been in the South, the white people 
in Memphis did not inform him that finally he would be 
accepted as a human being by members of the majority group.36 
Nor had they informed him of the possibility of better¬ 
paying job opportunities. 
Wright read constantly when he moved to Chicago, 
because access to the public library was easier there than 
it had been in Memphis. Previously, he had had to forge 
notes to gain entry to the library, but now he was able to 
check out the books for himself.37 Young Wright continued 
to read books written by Mencken; they encouraged him to 
read books written by others. Although Wright had no 
35Edward Margolies, The Art of Richard Wright (London: 
Feefer and Simons, Inc., 1969), p. 5. 




difficulty obtaining from the library books that interested 
him, he had problems with finding a job and keeping it. 
Finally, he was able to secure work at the post office which 
allowed him to continue his reading and experimental writing 
The books which Wright read seemed to have stimulated his 
creative writing interests,38 for he drew ideas from dif¬ 
ferent societies, social environments, epochs and cultural 
values. He spent many hours trying to form the themes, char 
acterizations and plot for what would later be Native Son. 
I spent my days in experimental writing, 
filling endless pages with stream-of-conscious- 
ness Negro dialect, trying to depict the dwell¬ 
ers of the Black Belt as I felt and saw them. 
My reading in psychology had enabled me to dis¬ 
cern many strange types of Negro characters, to 
identify many modes of Negro behavior; and what 
moved me above all was the frequency of mental 
illness, that tragic toll that the urban environ¬ 
ment exacted of the black peasant. Perhaps my 
writing was more an attempt at understanding 
than self-expression. A need that I did not 
comprehend made me use the world to create reli¬ 
gious types, criminal types, the warped, the 
lost, the baffled; my pages were full of tension, 
frantic poverty and death.3^ 
In November of 1929 Wright found himself out of work 
again; however this time it was due to the stock market 
crash.^ Chicago brought both new and familiar experiences 
to Wright, such as severe cold and hunger. The latter 
38Ibid. 
38Richard Wright, American Hunter, p. 26. 
^Constance Webb, Richard Wright: A Biography, p. 103. 
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experience, along with his mother's and other family members 
illnesses, forced young Wright to go on relief.4-*- This was 
very degrading for Wright, but some good came out of it, in 
that his social worker was able to obtain jobs for him in 
environments which later he would incorporate into his 
novel, Native Son. These experiences deepened Wright's 
awareness of his race and exposed him to other young adults 
whose backgrounds were similar to his own, but the most 
important consequences of being on relief was the job of 
serving as publicity writer for the Illinois Federal Negro 
Theater.42 in addition, Wright joined the John Reed Club, 
which, with the support of the Communist party, was assumed 
to use literature for revolutionary purposes.4-* During this 
time Wright wrote a second short story entitled "Supersti¬ 
tion." It was published in a national magazine, Abbott's 
Monthly. A third short story was published in 1936, "Big 
Boy Leaves Home." Wright continued to develop his creative 
writing skills. He published journals, essays, poems and 
other articles in New Masses, Daily Worker, New Challenge, 
Atlantic Monthly and Partisan Review.44 Wright had made 
considerable progress, and had won recognition as a writer, 
41Ibid., p. 104. 
42Ibid., pp. 104-106. 
43Richard Wright, American Hunger, pp. 89-91. 
44Robert Felgar, Richard Wright (Boston: Twayne Publish 
ers, Inc., 1980), pp. 30-32. 
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and his work began to gain recognition from the white press, 
such as the New York Times, the Saturday Review of Litera¬ 
ture and the New Republic.4^ in addition, he became editor 
of the Daily Worker, a Communist newspaper.48 Wright was 
later awarded a fellowship for outstanding ability as a 
writer.47 In 1937 he was appointed to the Federal Writer's 
Project.48 During this time he began to meet other writers 
on whose works he concentrated. He studied the novelistic 
techniques of these writers and at the same time, hesita¬ 
tingly, began to develop others of his own for Native Son. 
I met white writers who talked of their 
responses, who told me how whites reacted to 
this lurid American scene. And, as they talked, 
I'd translate what they said in terms of 
Bigger's life. But what was more important 
still, I read their novels. Here, for the first 
time, I found ways and techniques, these ways of 
seeing and feeling, and twisted them, adapted 
them, until they became my ways of apprehending 
the locked-in-life of the Black Belt areas. This 
association with white writers was the life pre¬ 
server of my hope to depict Negro life in fiction, 
for my race possessed no fictional works dealing 
with such problems, had no background in such sharp 
and critical tesing of experience, no novels that 






49Richard Wright, "How Bigger Was Born," Native Son 
(New York: Harper and Row Publishers, 1966), p. 16. 
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imaginative writing career. He was able to develop a 
novelistic technique which aided him in depicting the life 
of the Black man in America. Another significant factor 
that contributed to Wright's creativity and to the completion 
of Native Son was the return visit which he made to his 
homeland to gather ideas, to relive crucial situations and 
events, and to associate with people he had known there. I 
feel that his return to the South played a very significant 
part in Wright's fulfilling his dream to become a writer, 
because it allowed him to incorporate into his novel first¬ 
hand experience which he yearned to share with the world. 
It is in my opinion that all of the similarities 
between Dreiser and Wright's imaginative works are products 
of a non-deliberate technique. In order to illustrate 
their occurrence and their possibility, it will be necessary 
for me to analyze parallels between their writings as these 
appear in characterization, theme and plot. 
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While working for the Writers' Project in Chicago, 
Wright gained some of the best experience of his entire 
imaginative writing career. He was able to develop a 
novelistic technique which aided him in depicting the life 
of the Black man in America. Another significant factor 
that contributed to Wright's creativity and to the completion 
of Native Son was the return visit which he made to his 
homeland to gather ideas, to relive crucial situations and 
events, and to associate with people he had known there. I 
feel that his return to the South played a very significant 
part in Wright's fulfilling his dream to become a writer, 
because it allowed him to incorporate into his novel first¬ 
hand experience which he yearned to share with the world. 
It is in my opinion that all of the similarities 
between Dreiser and Wright's imaginative works are products 
of a non-deliberate technique. In order to illustrate 
their occurrence and their possibility, it will be necessary 
for me to analyze parallels between their writings as these 
appear in characterization, theme and plot. 
CHAPTER III 
CHARACTERIZ ATIONS 
Of all factors which render parallel Dreiser and 
Wright's novels, the most significant entail the similarities 
between the characterization of major and minor characters. 
The fundamental congruous characteristics of the main pro¬ 
tagonists, Clyde Griffiths and Bigger Thomas, are ignorance 
of the facts of the world, little understanding of the oppo¬ 
site sex and a passionate rebellion against the strict ethi¬ 
cal teachings of their parents. Bigger's case is complicated 
by a lack of understanding of Caucasians. Additionally, the 
protagonists share another very important characteristic; 
they were born victims of economic deprivation, which contri¬ 
butes to their inevitable failure. Consequently, the pro¬ 
tagonists yearn for the accoutrements and privileges of 
the world that any young poor boy could dream of having. 
Ellen Moers asserts that Clyde and Bigger symbolize every 
poor boy who wants to have good times, money, delicious 
food, fashionable clothing and high aspirations.^ We first 
note Clyde's resentment of the life which he was compelled 
to live in the beginning of the novel. 
The boy moved restlessly from one foot 
to the other, keeping his eyes down, and for 
the most part only half singing. A tall and 
1-Ellen Moers, Two Dreisers (New York: Viking Press, 
1969), p. 125. 
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and as yet slight figure, surmounted by an 
interesting head and face—white skin, dark 
hair—he seemed more keenly observant and 
decidedly more sensitive than most of the 
others—appeared indeed to resent and even 
to suffer from the position in which he 
found himself. Plainly pagan rather than 
religious, life interested him, although 
as yet he was not fully aware of this. 
All that could be truly said of him now 
was that there was no definite appeal in 
all this for him. He was too young, his 
mind much too responsive to phases of 
beauty and pleasure which had little, if 
anything, to do with the remote and cloudy 
romance which swayed the minds of his 
mother and father.3 
Young Clyde felt ashamed and dreamed of living a normal 
life like other boys.3 More and more he begins to observe 
the niceties of life, and in an attempt to obtain them he 
escapes from the family mission and secures a job in a 
luxurious environment. Clyde's job at the Green-Davidson 
Hotel provides us with an account of his eagerness for all 
the pleasures which he saw around him. 
And then around and between all these 
walking or sitting were such imposing men and 
women, young men and girls all so fashionably 
dressed, all so ruddy and contented looking. 
And the cars or other vehicles in which some 
of them appeared about dinner time and later. 
It was possible for him to see them in the 
flare of the lights outside. The wraps, furs, 
and other belongings in which they appeared, 
or which were often carried by these boys and 
himself across the great lobby and into the 
^Theodore Dreiser, An American Tragedy (New York: Sig¬ 
net Classics, 1964), p. 9. 
3Ibid. , p. 12. 
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cars or the dining-room or the several 
elevators. And they were always of such 
gorgeous textures, as Clyde saw them. Such 
grandeur. This, then, most certainly was 
what it meant to be rich, to be a person 
of consequence in the world—to have money. 
It meant that you did what you pleased. 
That you possessed all of these luxuries. 
That you went how, where and when you 
pleased.4 
Clyde is a lonely observer standing between the world which 
is denied him and the one in which he has to live. In 
essence, he is the victim of the American dream. Bigger, 
too, is a victim of the American dream. Like Clyde, he is 
conscious of his desire to become successful. He deeply 
despises the living conditions with which he and his family 
have to contend. 
He shut their voices out of his mind. 
He hated his family because he knew that they 
were suffering and that he was powerless to 
help them. He knew that the moment he allowed 
himself to feel to its fullness how they lived, 
the shame and misery of their lives, he would 
be swept out of himself with fear and despair.^ 
He, too, wants to be a part of society and to live like 
others. While watching a movie with his friend, Bigger 
becomes totally aware of the deprivations and the restric¬ 
tions that he has to tolerate. 
We live here and they live there. We 
black and they white. They got things and 
we ain't. They do things and we can't. It's 
4Ibid. , p. 27. 
^Richard Wright, Native Son (New York: Harper and Row 
Publishers, 1966), pp. 13-14. 
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just like living in a jail. Half the time 
I feel like I'm on the outside of the world 
peeping in through a knot-hole in the fence.6 
Bigger feels that he could do anything if he were granted 
the opportunity. He loses himself and dreams of life in 
the upper-class white society. Like Clyde, he is determined 
to live like everyone else and to afford the niceties of 
life. Because the main protagonists place tremendous value 
on worldly items, they are easily manipulated, used, and 
they let nothing stand in the way of their struggles to 
achieve their goals. 
Clyde's lack of understanding of the opposite sex is 
exemplified, first of all, in the scenes where his girl 
friend, Hortense Briggs, exploits his sexual excitement and 
jealousy for her own ends. For example, she sees a coat 
that she wants and gets Clyde to pay a deposit on it until 
he can save enough money to buy it for her. Unfortunately, 
Clyde is unable to detect Hortense's lack of interest in 
him; consequently, he strives to please her in every way 
possible, even though he has to refuse his own mother's 
request for financial assistance. Clyde's inability to 
understand women is seen also when Hortense constantly 
makes dates with other men and breaks them off with him. 
Once, when Clyde and some of the bellhops from Green-Davidson 
Hotel and their friends take an automobile trip to the 
6Ibid • f p. 23. 
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country, Hortense neglects Clyde and leaves him to dance 
with one of the girls who is not so good a dancer as she. 
She dances with Sparser, the driver of the car. Later 
Hortense also chooses Sparser as her ice-sliding partner 
when they go sliding on a nearby river, but just before the 
young-adults began to return to the city Hortense showed 
Clyde more attention because she knew that her fur coat 
might be at stake. Regrettably for Clyde, it is this 
attraction (sex and good times) which leads to a fatal auto¬ 
mobile accident. Clyde abandons Hortense and the others 
and flees the scene of the accident because his friends 
have borrowed an expensive car without the owner's permission. 
This incident reveals Clyde's inability to cope with respon¬ 
sibility, and thus foreshadows what will happen when he 
becomes involved with his last girl friend, Roberta. 
If Clyde had not been so vulnerable, owing to his desire 
to possess material things and to have worldly pleasures, 
and if he had not been trained by his parents to avoid 
associating with the "wrong crowd," perhaps he would have 
been able to avoid such an unfortunate accident, one which 
had a permanent effect on his life. Additionally, Clyde's 
lack of knowledge of the opposite sex and of sexual problems 
is revealed in the scene in which Clyde tries to purchase 
a prescription for his pregnant girl friend, Roberta, which 
would induce spontaneous abortion. He made several attempts 
to purchase a drug from seven different druggists, but they 
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were not able to prescribe any such drug for him. Finally, 
he succeeded in obtaining a drug from a sales clerk who 
worked in a drug store. The clerk noticed Clyde's lack of 
knowledge of the price range of the prescription that he 
requested and took advantage of the situation by over¬ 
charging him for a drug that was not guaranteed to prove 
effective. 
Further signs that reveal that Clyde had not been 
sufficiently prepared for the world are exhibited when he 
intentionally encounters his rich uncle, Samuel Griffiths, 
in Chicago, and his uncle only tentatively offers him a job 
until he discusses it with the other members of his family. 
Clyde's mother had often spoken of his uncle in letters, 
urging her son to try to contact him so that he could secure 
a place in his uncle's factory. Clyde's father, Asa 
Griffiths, and his uncle Samuel were not very close. Their 
father had willed most of his possessions to Samuel and an 
older brother, Allen, leaving nothing to the youngest son, 
Asa, who appeared to this father to be hopelessly incompetent 
to handle and increase any substantial amount of money, any 
full legacy. That arrangement must have caused some hard 
feelings and misunderstanding between the brothers, so in 
order to make amends to his brother, Clyde's uncle Samuel 
extends a job to his brother's son.7 When Clyde ventures to 
^Theodore Dreiser, An American Tragedy, pp. 174-175. 
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Lycurgus, New York to work for his wealthy uncle, he 
discovers that the difference in social strata between his 
family and his uncle's is to be maintained. In other words, 
Clyde learns that the rich and the poor do not intermingle 
socially, even when they are related by blood. Before 
going to New York Clyde had had visions of elegant dining 
and luxurious living with his uncle Samuel and his family, 
but unfortunately he was not able to fulfill his dream, 
because his relatives had pre-arranged his living accommo¬ 
dations before his arrival. They suggested that he stay 
in a boarding house in the low-rent section of town. Also, 
to insure that Clyde would not be able to improve his social 
status, his uncle started him off at a minimum salary and 
gave him a menial position on the bottom level of the 
factory's operation so that he could acquire knowledge of 
the factory's shrinking process. Although Clyde is not 
allowed to mingle socially with the Griffiths, he must be 
careful not to lower the reputation of the family's name. 
For this reason, Clyde had to be very selective in choosing 
his friends. Gerber points out that Clyde is hovering 
between two worlds, the one in which he lives and the one 
which is denied him.8 If his parents had informed him of 
the judgements that society passes on people, he would 
certainly have known that social and economic distinctions 
8Philip Gerber, p. 137. 
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were to be maintained between the rich and the poor. 
Similarly, Bigger demonstrates various fundamental cha¬ 
racteristics which provide a parallel between his characteri¬ 
zation and that of Clyde. Whereas Clyde fails to comprehend 
affluent and privileged persons of his own race, Bigger 
precisely fails, through inexperience, to comprehend white 
persons in their unfamiliar milieu. First of all, he 
reveals a lack of understanding of white people through his 
awkward behavior around them and curiosity as to how they 
live. The latter is revealed in a conversation between 
Bigger and his friend. 
"You reckon folks really act like that?" [remorse¬ 
ful] "I wonder if this guy I'm going to work 
for is a rich man like that?"9 
Owing to lack of construction about the world, he finds it 
hard to imagine that rich people live like other human 
beings. Thus he has a problem adjusting to their behavior 
when he begins working for the wealthy Daltons. Bigger's 
lack of understanding causes him to behave awkwardly and is 
illustrated throughout the novel, but one example that I 
find more noticeable than the others is the scene in which 
Bigger was receiving instructions for his job from his 
employer, heard a clock ticking and did not turn to look 
because he was uncertain as to how he should act around 
white people. Another example of Bigger's awkwardness is 
^Richard Wright, Native Son, p. 35. 
44 
displayed in his behavior when he was forced to sit 
between his employer's daughter Mary and her boy friend, 
Jan, in the car and drink liquor with them from the same 
bottle.Also, the protagonist was put in a situation 
wherein he did not quite know how to behave in a scene in 
which he was asked to direct Mary and Jan to a Southside 
restaurant. Bigger was very embarrassed because he was 
seen eating with whites in a restaurant which his girl 
friend and associates patronized. Since Bigger was informed 
by friends and other people of his race that whites and 
blacks do not socialize with each other, he felt very 
uncomfortable with Jan and Mary in a public restaurant. 
Additionally, Bigger exhibits other traits that render 
parallel his characterization and that of Clyde Griffiths. 
Precisely as Clyde gained sexual favors from his girl 
friend, Hortense, Bigger gains sexual favors from his girl 
friend, Bessie. However, unlike Hortense, Bessie is in 
love with Bigger, but Bigger has no plans to marry her. He 
uses her, in that he takes advantage of her weakness, which 
is liquor, by keeping her supplied with it in order to gain 
sexual pleasure for himself. 
It is impossible to illustrate parallels in characteri¬ 
zations between An American Tragedy and Native Son without 
focusing on the minor characters. There are quite a few 
l^Edward Margolies, p. 108. 
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similarities between the roles that the characters play, 
and in some instances the functions are the same. For 
instance, the novelists Theodore Dreiser and Richard Wright 
have derived many of their characters from their own personal 
backgrounds and have reproduced figures which remind us of 
their own family and friends. First of all, there is a 
very strong resemblance between Clyde and Bigger's mothers 
and the novelists' mothers. In each novel the mother 
emerges as a very religious figure who appears to be the 
support of the family. Both women are projected as strong, 
sensitive, warm and determined females. Various scenes 
reveal these qualities. In An American Tragedy Clyde's 
mother, Elvira Griffiths, shows concern and love for her 
son from the beginning of his exile from Kansas by commun¬ 
icating with him but falsifying his true identity to pro¬ 
tect him. Also, Mrs. Griffiths' genuine love for her child 
surfaces when she takes upon herself the responsibility of 
raising money to fund an appeal against her son's death- 
penalty. She goes from church to church pleading for money, 
but she does not realize that this shames her son. Gerber 
asserts that Elvira Griffiths is an exact image of Dreiser's 
own mother, the gentle woman who stood by her husband 
through toil and tribulations because she loved him. 
Similarly, Mrs. Thomas shows genuine concern for her 
^-Philip Gerber, p. 136. 
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children's welfare; for example, after a social worker 
visits and tells her that she will be taken off relief and 
that Bigger will be placed in private employment, she 
constantly urges Bigger to take the job with the wealthy 
Daltons so that the family will be self-supportive. Mrs. 
Thomas has a very strong religious faith; it is what has 
kept her going in her life of extreme hardship. A scene 
which brings to mind Clyde Griffiths' mother is the one in 
which Mrs. Thomas shames her son by kneeling down at Mr. 
Dalton's feet, begging and pleading for her son's life, 
appearling to Mr. Dalton as she cries that her son has 
never had a chance. Although Mr. Dalton does nothing to 
intercede with the prosecution, he consoles her a little by 
informing her that she and her other two children will not 
be evicted from their one-room apartment. Although the 
mothers differ somewhat in character, they perform similar 
roles. 
Similar characteristics are also revealed in Clyde's 
and Bigger's sisters, Esta and Vera. Both girls strive to 
lift themselves from failure, but are doomed to failure. 
Clyde's sister, Esta, rebels against her parents' ethical 
teaching and runs off with a young man who seduces her and 
leaves her pregnant. She returns to her home, where the 
mother conceals her daughter's condition from the family 
and neighbors in order to protect everyone from embarrassment. 
Bigger's sister, Vera, strives to change the conditions in 
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which she lives by taking sewing lessons at a YWCA, but her 
efforts come to an end when Bigger is convicted of murder. 
Society marks her with her brother's actions, and she 
discontinues her studies to save herself from embarrassment. 
As with Esta, Vera's dream ends and her anticipated oppor¬ 
tunity for a better life is destroyed. 
Similarities are also found in the characterizations 
of Clyde's and Bigger's girl friends. It is possible that 
close parallels are present because Roberta and Bessie 
emerge from deprived backgrounds similar to those of their 
boy friends. For example, Roberta's economic background is 
much like Clyde's. Her parents were farmers; they were 
extremely poor, because Mr. Alden refused to change just 
because he did not want to adapt to new ideas. Consequently, 
her parents are doomed to failure owing to unsuccessful 
employment and religiosity, just as Clyde's parents were 
doomed. This, however, did not stifle Roberta's dreams of 
having a more satisfying life. In fact, 
So it was that although throughout her 
infancy and girlhood she was compelled to hear 
of and share a depriving and toilsome poverty, 
still, because of her innate imagination, she 
was always thinking of something better. Maybe, 
some day, who knew, a larger city like Albany 
or Utica! A newer and greater life.^-2 
After reaching maturation, Roberta felt that she could no 
longer endure farm life; therefore, she relocated in Lycurgus, 
l2Theodore Dreiser, An American Tragedy, p. 245. 
48 
New York, where she met Clyde Griffiths. As a result of 
her lack of knowledge of the facts of life, and desperate 
not to lose Clyde as her lover and future husband, she 
yields to his insistence. Unfortunately, because she is 
doomed to failure, Roberta becomes pregnant by Clyde and 
demands that he marry her. However, Clyde's true affection 
is for a girl whose social status is much higher than his 
or Roberta's, Sondra Finchley. It is only Clyde's naivete 
and immaturity which permit him to dream of an elopement 
with Sondra and marriage to her. Sondra has everything 
that young Clyde has every dreamed of achieving, and marrying 
Roberta would put an end to his "American dream." Clyde is 
to Roberta as Sondra is to Clyde. Roberta wants to marry 
Clyde; Clyde wants to marry Sondra. Both marriages v/ould 
advance the social position of the pursuer, but risk ruining 
the social status of the more socially advantaged person in 
both. Sondra possessed everything and required nothing of 
young Clyde. She had tailored clothes, matching accessories, 
perfumes, expensive pets, wealthy friends, chauffeurs, 
versatility and all of the feminine characteristics that 
Clyde admired in women. 
In contrast to Sondra, Roberta was poorly dressed, 
thin, pale, shy and not carefully skilled in activities such 
as dancing, boating and playing tennis. Clyde, for whom 
money and power meant more than anything, knew that marrying 
Roberta would put an end to his dream of becoming successful. 
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To keep her from destroying his dream he plotted to kill 
the impoverished Roberta so that he could marry the wealthy 
Sondra, especially after efforts to end Roberta's pregnancy 
failed. Roberta was unable to find a doctor to perform a 
therapeutic abortion, the only kind available during the 
early 1920's. In fact, she tried to pass herself off as a 
married woman, but when the doctor realized that she was 
unmarried he gave her a long moral lecture; ultimately, he 
turned her away for three reasons. First of all, she was 
working class; second, she was unmarried; and third, she 
could not afford to pay the substantial amount of money 
that he generally charged his patients. If Roberta had 
been informed of the facts of life, she would not have been 
subject to the embarrassment, humiliation and frustration 
that resulted from her pregnancy. Since Roberta was unable 
to terminate her pregnancy, she began to pressure Clyde 
about marriage. Clyde did not know how to handle the 
situation, once he had failed to purchase an effective drug 
that would induce spontaneous abortion. Therefore, he 
tried to avoid fulfilling Roberta's request that they get 
married as soon as possible. Later Roberta wrote him a 
letter threatening to expose him. 
This is to tell you that unless I hear 
from you either by telephone or letter before 
noon, Friday, I shall be in Lycurgus that same 
night, and the world will know how you have 
treated me. I cannot and will not wait and 
suffer one more hour. I regret to be compelled 
to take this step, but you have allowed all 
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this time to go in silence really, and 
Saturday is the third, and without any 
plans of any kind. My whole life is 
ruined and so will be yours be.13 
Everything began to crowd in on Clyde. Around the same 
time that Roberta threatened to expose him, Sondra informed 
him that her parents were taking her on an extended trip to 
Europe because she and he were seeing too much of each 
other. This meant that they would be separated for a long 
period of time and Clyde might lose his grip on his "American 
dream." As a consequence of this pressure, Clyde felt 
compelled to make a quick decision; he planned a secret 
wedding trip with Roberta during which he would murder her. 
After murdering Roberta, he would make plans to elope with 
Sondra. Unfortunately, because Roberta did not fit into 
Clyde's definition of success and threatened to destroy 
everything that he had achieved — his job, his relationship 
with a wealthy girlfriend, his dreams and good times — he 
murdered her to cut himself off from his past, which was 
everything that he saw in her. 
Similar to the function of Clyde's girl friend is that 
of Bigger's girl friend, Bessie Mears. She is molded of 
the substance of which Bigger is shaped, and her living 
conditions and background are basically the same as his. 
They both work long hours to earn a living. When their 
13ibid • t p. 469. 
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limited time permits, Bigger takes advantage of Bessie by 
exchanging liquor for casual sex. Bessie considers the 
relationship much more than a sexual affair; she has very 
tender feelings for him and hopes to marry him one day. 
Unfortunately, she learns too much about an accidental 
murder which Bigger has committed and about his plan to 
deceive the murder victim's family in order that he may 
gain access to a large sum of money. Bessie panics and 
causes a chain reaction in Bigger. As a consequence of her 
actions, he plans to flee the city, but he can neither take 
her with him nor leave her behind. To keep Bessie from 
exposing him and destroying his dream, Bigger had to murder 
her, but, again like Clyde, Bigger failed to remove all 
traces of evidence which would lead to his conviction. 
Even after being bludgeoned unmercifully with a brick, 
Bessie did not die at once, but made a delirious attempt to 
escape from the shaft into which Bigger had thrown her. 
When her body was found outside the shaft, the money that 
had been stolen by Bigger from Mary Dalton's purse was 
found also. In essence, it can be said that Clyde and 
Bigger's weakness for the opposite sex is indirectly 
responsible for their inability to attain their dreams. 
Had the protagonists and their girl friends been aware of 
the facts of life, lived under decent conditions, and not 
been victimized by society, they might have had a chance to 
attain their goals. 
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Another important similarity is in the characterization 
of Mr. Dalton and Mr. Samuel Griffiths, the protagonists' 
employers. Both are very wealthy businessmen, and they 
each play a similar role in that they provide financial 
assistance to the poor and try to give them a start in 
life. However, Mr. Dalton and Mr. Griffiths are careful to 
provide just enough support in order that the people that 
they help will survive. They both represent a society 
which does not have any feeling for the lower class or the 
blacks. It is people like Mr. Dalton and Mr. Griffiths who 
are partially responsible for the crimes that Bigger and 
Clyde and others like them commit. For instance, Clyde's 
employer, who was also his uncle, had come into contact 
with Clyde in Chicago, where the nephew worked as a bellhop. 
Because Clyde had never had a fair start in life, his uncle 
offered him a place in factory business, but with status 
and wage limitations. Consequently, Mr. Griffiths ruined 
young Clyde's dream of living in elegant and luxurious 
environments, because he had been conditioned by society to 
look down upon the poor and to make sure that they remain 
in their accustomed place. Regrettably, Mr. Griffiths and, 
as later we will see, Mr. Dalton were unaware of the effect 
that their actions had on the lives of others. 
Just as Mr. Griffiths looked down upon the lower class, 
Mr. Dalton looked down on black people; he is guilty of 
racial injustice, whereas Mr. Griffiths is guilty of social 
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injustice. In a manner similar to the way that Clyde's 
employer has restricted his social and financial advancement, 
Mr. Dalton has restricted Bigger's and that of other blacks 
who live in the Black Belt area. In one way he helped the 
black community by donating equipment to the youth clubs, 
but on the other hand he deliberately raised rents so that 
the tenants could never improve their economic condition 
and so could never improve their unpleasant living conditions. 
Although the characters described are not identical, each 
has a powerful and negative effect on the protagonist. 
Indirectly they are responsible for the pair of crimes 
committed, but each would insist that he had no responsibility. 
Additionally, Mason and Buckley, the prosecuting attor¬ 
neys in the novels, share similar characteristics. Both 
men are running for State's Attorney, and they use their 
young clients' cases to boost their election chances. Mason 
and Buckley manipulated Clyde and Bigger and intimidated 
them into admitting to crimes which they had committed. In 
addition, both lawyers manipulate the emotions of the jury 
by making emotionally charged assertions and by characterizing 
the accused as the stereotypes the majority society conceives 
them to be. For example, in Native Son Buckley plays on the 
emotions of the jury by explainng to the court the necessity 
to prosecute Bigger by imposing the death penalty. 
My voice may sound harsh when I say: 
impose the death penalty and let the law take 
its course in spite of the specious call for 
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sympathy 1 But I am really merciful and sympa¬ 
thetic, because the enforcement of this law 
in its most drastic force will enable millions 
of honest men and women to sleep in peace 
tonight, to know that tomorrow will not bring 
the black shadow of death over their homes 
and lives!-^-4 
Mason and Buckley do everything in their power to convict 
Clyde and Bigger. They play on the emotions of the jury by 
presenting strong evidence which would arouse their sympathy 
for the victims, evidence which would convince any jury 
that the accused were guilty. For example, Mason reaches 
the jury by revealing things that Clyde did not anticipate. 
Some of the strongest evidence that Mason presented to the 
jury was contained in the letters that Roberta had written 
to Clyde. The letters indicated not only that Clyde and 
Roberta had known each other but that Clyde had a very 
strong motive for killing Roberta. Mason read aloud in the 
courtroom a letter which revealed facts which Clyde had 
failed to mention, facts which enabled the prosecuting 
attorney to convict Clyde. 
Clyde, if I could only die. That would 
solve all this. And I have prayed and prayed 
that I would die lately, yes I have. For this 
life does not mean as much to me now as when I 
first met you and you loved me. Oh, those 
happy days! If only things were different. If 
only I were out of your way. It would be so 
much better for me and for all us. But I can't 
now, Clyde, without a penny and no way to save 
the name of our child, except this. Yet if it 
weren't for the terrible pain and disgrace it 
l^Richard Wright, Native Son, p. 372 
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would bring to my mother and father and all 
my family, I would be willing to end it all 
in another way. I truly would. 
Similarly, Buckley strove to destroy Bigger during the trial 
by presenting concrete evidence of his guilt to the jury and 
by describing the actual crime setting. Buckley displayed 
to the court the knife and purse that Bigger had hidden in 
the trash can. The attorney presented the brick Bigger had 
used to strike Bessie, the Communist pamphlets, the gun, the 
hatchet blade, the signed confession, the kidnap note, 
Bessie's bloody clothes, Mary's bones and, finally, the 
actual furnace, which was brought into the court-room from 
the Dalton's basement and assembled upon a large platform. 
Buckley had a small girl climb inside the furnace to show 
the court that the entire length of the girl's body would 
not fit into it unless the head were cut off. Both attorneys 
equally harassed the accused victims to a point at which 
they confessed to crimes which they had not committed. 
Just as the main protagonists and several of the minor 
characters share various characteristics in the novels, so 
too do the prosecuting attorneys, whose basic function is 
the same. 
Additionally, there are ministers who appear briefly 
near the end of both novels after Clyde's and Bigger's con¬ 
victions. Mrs. Griffiths wrote a young evangelist whom she 
l^Theodore Dreiser, An American Tragedy, p. 662. 
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had met during the time that she was raising money for 
Clyde's appeal and asked him to visit her son during the 
last hours of his life. The young, unordained minister, 
Reverend McMillan, had kept up with the trial and was 
convinced that justice had been done. But he was deeply 
moved by Mrs. Griffiths because she felt her son was not 
totally to blame for the crime which he had committed. 
After receiving a second letter of request from Mrs. 
Griffiths, Reverend McMillan went to the jail cell to visit 
Clyde. He prayed for him to repent of any sins which he 
had ever committed, and when he had finished Clyde was 
taken by him. 
But Clyde, now taken by him--his vital, 
confident and kindly manner—so different to 
the tense, fearful and yet lonely life here, 
called after him: "Oh don't go just yet. 
Please don't. It's very nice of you to come 
and see me and I'm obliged to you. My mother 
wrote me you might. You see, it's very 
lonely here. I haven't thought much of what 
you were saying, perhaps because I haven't 
felt as guilty as some think I am. But I've 
been sorry enough. And certainly any one 
in here prays a good deal." His eyes looked 
very sad and strained.16 
For the first time in his entire life, Clyde had been moved 
spiritually by one of God's prophets. 
In Native Son, Reverend Hammond, a black minister, was 
called to the jail cell by Mrs. thomas to pray for Bigger. 
He offered the solace of conventional Christianity to Bigger 
16Ibid. , p. 781. 
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and spoke to him of the creation and the fall of man. 
Reverend Hammond's sole purpose was to convince Bigger that 
there was no need to hate man, and that unless he ceased 
hating people, he would not be forgiven by God. Unlike 
Clyde, Bigger refused to accept the consolation of the 
minister's plea. Reverend Hammond had given Bigger a cross 
which he threw in a corner of the jail cell; and when a 
white minister asked to pray with him, Bigger threw a cup 
of hot coffee in his face. Finally, the minister stopped 
visiting Bigger, who felt that he did not need any minister's 
prayers to comfort him. Reverend McMillan and Reverend 
Hammond played the role of the typical preacher. Although 
Clyde accepted the minister's consolation and the redemption 
of the Christian faith and Bigger rejected them, both 
preachers considered that they had fulfilled their Christian 
duty by visiting those in prison and urging them to repent. 
Dreiser and Wright portray their characters as they 
engage in desperate struggles for survival, or as the 
victims of environmental forces and the products of social 
and economic factors beyond their control or understanding. 
The novelists neither condemn nor praise the characters for 
actions which they cannot control; they merely present life 
as a ferocious trap, an unfair game, and they reveal the 
characters in their novels as people driven by basic urges— 
fear, hunger, sex and money. 
CHAPTER IV 
THEMES 
Another similarity in An American Tragedy and Native 
Son is that of the major themes. Dreiser and Wright employed 
themes of universal concern. Although one novel deals with 
a white boy and the other with a black boy, the central 
themes which their stories elaborate are relevant to all 
human beings. I have been able to identify five themes 
common to both novels: the success myth, innocence, injustice, 
guilt and the failure of secular and religious codes. This 
relatively small number of continually reiterated themes 
predominate in their fiction because the novelists took 
their ideas from the American setting during the time in 
which they grew up in the early nineteen-hundreds. Dreiser 
and Wright express similar viewpoints on these themes. 
The first theme which I shall discuss is the success 
myth. The American dream has long been to succeed in life, 
with success defined as the capacity to possess material 
goods and to be free. Many Americans believe that the best 
way to achieve success is to marry someone who is rich or 
to inherit a great deal of money from a friend or relative 
and thus to become rich and therefore powerful. Dreiser 
incorporates the "American dream" in his novel from its 
beginning to its tragic end. He introduces the readers to 
his young protagonist, Clyde Griffiths, by revealing Clyde's 
feeling toward the conditions under which he and his family 
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are compelled to live. Young Clyde is ashamed of the 
missionary work that he and his family do in order to make 
a living. When they gather in the streets to sing and 
pray, Clyde look embarrassed and barely opens his mouth to 
join the other members of his family as they carry out the 
worship service. He knows that it is their lack of money 
which forces him and his family to this life, and he is 
determined to do something to change it. 
...His life should not be like this. 
Other boys did not have to do as he did. He 
meditated now more determinedly than ever a 
rebellion by which he would rid himself of 
the need of going out in this way. Let his 
elder sister go if she chose? she liked it. 
His younger sister and brother might be too 
young to care.l 
Dreiser depicts the aspiration of every poor boy to become 
the best of whatever he can become, whether it is president 
of the nation or husband of the prettiest and wealthiest 
woman in the world. Clyde Griffiths starts on his journey 
to fame and wealth when he begins working in his uncle's 
factory. The young, inexperienced Clyde began at the bottom 
level of the factory's operation, but when his uncle saw 
him sweating in old, faded clothes he decided that the job 
was not good enough for anyone whose last name was Griffiths. 
In a conversation with his son he says: "That's no place 
for him and I won't have him there any longer. He's been there 
^Theodore Dreiser, An American Tragedy (New York: Signet 
Classics, 1964), p. 12. 
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long enough. And I can't afford to have the name of any of 
this family come to mean anything but just what it does 
around here—reserve and ability and energy and good 
judgement. It's not good for business. And anything less 
than that is a liability. You get me, don't you?"2 As a 
result of this conversation, Clyde was promoted to the 
stamping department, where he supervised twenty-five women. 
He was elated because he would now make more money, be able 
to wear nicer clothes and work with females. Young Clyde 
made a second advance in society when he moved from the low- 
rent section of town to a street which paralleled the street 
where his relatives lived a few blocks away. In addition, 
Clyde discontinued associating with some friends whom he 
had met upon arrival in Lycurgus who wanted to throw his 
name around. However, afterwards Clyde felt "left out" and 
lonesome until slowly he was drawn into the wealthy class 
of society through his association with Sondra Finchley and 
her friends. According to Charles Shapiro, Sondra taught 
Clyde many of the sports and social graces that enabled him 
to advance himself in the inner social circle of her wealthy 
friends.^ Clyde's continuous involvement with this group 
drew him closer to the "rich girl." During this same time 
2Ibid., p. 226. 
^Charles Shapiro, Theodore Dreiser: Our Bitter Patriot 
(Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1962), p. 89. 
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Clyde had begun dating Roberta Alden, an impoverished young 
lady who worked under his supervision in the Griffith's 
shirt factory. Roberta began to show a deeply tender 
feeling for Clyde; he took advantage of her, and she became 
pregnant. Later he began to sever the relationship, 
especially since he had become deeply infatuated with Sondra 
and had high hopes of marrying her and becoming rich.^ But 
Clyde's "American dream" was threatened by Roberta's preg¬ 
nancy. 5 
At this point, his feelings for her had begun to 
diminish; he reflected on the painful time when his sister 
was seduced and abandoned and had survived; he felt that 
Roberta would too. Clyde was determined not to let her 
stand in the way of his resolution to marry Sondra and to 
share her wealth. Clyde devised a plan to murder Roberta 
and to flee the scene of the crime without being discovered. 
As he proceeded to carry through his plan, he lost courage. 
The boat tipped over as Roberta approached him to ask what 
was bothering him; he struck her with his camera and fled 
the scene. Later, Clyde was convicted to Roberta's murder, 
and his "American dream" became the impossible dream. The 
^Philip Gerber, Theodore Dreiser (Boston: Twayne Pub¬ 
lishers, Inc., 1964), p. 138. 
. 0. Matthiessen, Theodore Dreiser (New York: Sloane 
Associates, 1951), p. 191. 
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illusion of his dream has been shattered, and it is quite 
clear that fortune and success are no longer accessible to 
him. For Clyde to have actually conceived the myth that 
an impulsive marriage to a young woman of Sondra Finchley's 
social class would bring him immediate success is an indi¬ 
cation of the delusions imposed by poverty, youth and naivete. 
Wright used the "get rich quick" myth by bringing his 
main protagonist in contact with a wealthy family. The 
Department of Welfare found a chauffeur's job for Bigger 
with some wealthy whites, the Daltons. On his first day on 
the job Bigger was instructed by the father to drive his 
daughter to the university later that night, but on their 
way there the young daughter, Mary Dalton, instructed him 
to take her to a rendezvous with her Communist boy friend, 
Jan. After they returned to the Daltons' residence, Jan 
lef the car and took the subway home. Bigger realized that 
Mary was drunk and that he would have to carry her to her 
room. Once he had conveyed her inside to her bedroom, her 
blind mother, Mrs. Dalton, entered the room. Bigger knew 
that because he was a black man in a white woman's room his 
presence would be self-indicting; therefore, he frantically 
struggled to conceal his presence despite the fact that he 
was hovering in Mary's bedroom through no fault of his own. 
As Mrs. Dalton called her daughter's name, Bigger stuffed a 
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pillow over Mary's face and accidentally suffocated her.6 
When Bigger realized that he has smothered Mary, he took 
the body to the basement and stuffed it in the furnace to 
dispose of it.7 Later, Bigger decided to send a ransom 
note to the murder victim's family in hopes that he would 
receive a large sum of money. Unfortunately, like Clyde 
Griffiths, Bigger Thomas' dream is totally destroyed when 
the law fails to encompass the economic realities, living 
conditions, events and personal proclivities which have 
made him what he is. Even though Dreiser and Wright do not 
depict the success myth in the same manner, the fundamental 
myth is the same in their novels. 
Another prominent theme in both novels involves the pro¬ 
tagonists' first encounters with the world outside the 
narrow, impoverished worlds in which they live. Dreiser 
treats the theme of innocence as Clyde develops an interest 
in females. Regrettably, Clyde's protected upbringing and 
religious and moral training have left him ignorant of the 
facts of life, and particularly of sex. Therefore, when he 
has his first sexual encounter he is uncertain of what to 
expect, so he lets his imagination run wild. 
And now, seated here, she had drawn very close to 
him and touched his hands and finally linking an 
arm in his and pressing close to him, inquired if 
^Edward Margolies, The Art of Richard Wright (London: 
Feefer and Simons, 1969), p. 108. 
7Ibid. 
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he didn't want to see how pretty some of the 
rooms on the second floor were furnished. And 
seeing that he was quite alone now—not one 
of all the group with whom he had come around 
to observe him—and that this girl seemed to 
lean to him warmly and sympathetically, he 
allowed himself to be led up that curtained 
back stair and into a small pink and blue 
furnished room, while he kept saying to him¬ 
self that this was an outrageous and dangerous 
proceeding on his part, and that it might well 
end in misery for him. He might contract some 
dreadful disease. She might charge him more 
than he can afford. He was afraid of her— 
himself—everything, really—quite nervous 
and almost dumb with several fears and qualms.^ 
In addition to this encounter with a prostitute, Clyde 
meets another young woman whom he takes for his girl friend, 
Hortense Briggs. The inexperienced Clyde is unable to 
determine whether Hortense's feelings for him are genuine 
or not. He strives to give her material goods in exchange 
for the affection that she shows him; she continues to 
flirt with other men. Later in the novel, Clyde encounters 
an experience for which he is totally unprepared. Another 
girl friend, Roberta Alden, becomes pregnant, and he is 
unable to understand what she is trying to tell him when 
she breaks the news. He says: 
"Why, what is it, Bert? Why don't you 
tell me?" he reiterated, briskly and yet cau¬ 
tiously, essaying an air of detached assurance 
which he could not quite manage in this in¬ 
stance. "What's wrong? What are you so 
excited about? You're all trembly."9 
^Theodore Dreiser, An American Tragedy, pp. 69-70. 
9Ibid., p. 371. 
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Clyde is very naive when Roberta confronts him with the 
situation which has arisen; he behaves as if he had never 
suspected that anything like that could happen. Furthermore, 
Clyde shows signs of his innocence when he tries to obtain 
a drug that will induce spontaneous abortion, but because 
he is unaware of certain facts concerning abortions he does 
not succeed. In fact, Clyde appears so innocent to a sales 
clerk that he sells Clyde the same ineffectual drug twice 
merely to make a profit for himself. We learn through a 
conversation between Roberta and a doctor that during this 
time, the early 1920's, all abortions except those performed 
to save the mother's life were illegal. The doctor informs 
Roberta when she goes to him for medical help that: 
Besides it is a prison offense for any 
doctor to assist them, (women) whether there are 
bad consequences or not. You know that, I 
suppose. At any rate, I, for one, am heartily 
opposed to this sort of thing from every point 
of view. The only excuse I have ever been able 
to see for it is when the life of the mother, 
for instance, depends upon such an operation.10 
Nevertheless, if one had status and money she could obtain 
an abortion with little or no difficulty. In Book Two of 
An American Tragedy, through a pharmacist's converstion, we 
learn how women obtained abortions during this time. 
"You see a thing like that's not so easy, 
wherever you are. Doctors are always afraid of 
getting in trouble. I did hear once of a case 
over there, though, when a girl went to a doctor— 
10Ibid • t p. 403. 
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a fellow who lived a couple miles out. But 
she was of pretty good family too, and the 
fellow who took her to him was pretty well- 
known about there. So I don't know whether 
this doctor would do it for a stranger, 
although he might at that. But I know that 
sort of thing is going on all the time, so 
you might try. If you wanta send this 
fellow to him, tell him not to mention me 
or let on who sent him. 'Cause I'm pretty 
well-known about there and I wouldn't want 
to be mixed up in it in case anything went 
wrong, you see. You know how it is."H 
Clyde's wealthy cousin, Gilbert Griffiths, or any other 
wealthy young man, for that matter, would have been able to 
arrange an abortion with a physician through connections 
and money, but because Clyde does not know anyone important 
to whom he can appeal for help, and because he does not 
have much money, he is unable to make arrangements for 
Roberta to have an abortion. 
Two other incidents which reveal Clyde's innocence are 
the automobile accident in Kansas City and Roberta's murder. 
The former could well have been avoided had Clyde been more 
careful in his choice of friends. The latter incident 
occurs as a result of his innocence, for, as I pointed out 
in an earlier chapter, the boat capsizes as Roberta approaches 
Clyde to see what is troubling him, and he makes no attempt 
to rescue her during her brief, frantic struggle. Clyde is 
innocent because, although the murder he has planned happens, 
it happens by accident, not by his actions. Finally, Clyde's 
11 Ibid. , p. 393. 
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attorney makes a speech to the jurors which portrays Clyde 
as an innocent youth. 
"Gentlemen—somewhat over three weeks ago 
you were told by the district attorney that 
because of the evidence he was about to present 
he would insist that you jurors must find the 
prisoner at the bar guilty of the crime of which 
he stands indicted. It has been a long and 
tedious procedure since then. The foolish and 
inexperienced, yet in every case innocent and 
unintentional, acts of a boy fifteen or sixteen 
have been gone into before you gentlemen as 
though they were the deeds of a hardened crimi¬ 
nal, and plainly with the intention of preju¬ 
dicing you against this defendant, who with 
the exception of one misinterpreted accident 
in Kansas Ciy--the most brutally and savagely 
misinterpreted accident it has even been my 
professional misfortune to encounter—can be 
said to have lived as clean and energetic and 
blameless and innocent a life as any boy of his 
years anywhere.^2 
Nevertheless, even though Clyde's confrontations with evil 
are acts of innocence, he is still responsible for the 
results of his emotions. 
Similarly, Wright's protagonist, Bigger Thomas, becomes 
involved in situations in which, although his behavior is 
innocent, he is in fact to be blamed. Unlike Clyde's, 
Bigger's innocence is due to a lack of exposure to the 
wider world and to people other than those of his own race. 
Bigger's innocence about the true nature of the real world 
is apparent in a scene at the movies near the beginning of 
the novel. Before he reports for his first day of work, 
Bigger and a friend go to the movies and see a double feature 
12jbid 
• r p. 665. 
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entitled The Gay Woman and Trader Horn. The former film 
was filled with misleading information about wealthy white 
people, but in his innocence Bigger considers much of what 
he sees to be true. Later that day, when he goes to work 
for the wealthy Daltons, his innocence is revealed on 
several occasions. For example, Bigger restrains himself 
from looking at a ticking clock while Mr. Dalton informs 
him of his work responsibilities. Bigger is so naive that 
he thinks it is inappropriate for him then to look at things 
that attract his attention. Moreover, he refrains from 
making himself comfortable when he sits between Jan and 
Mary in the car as they instruct him to direct them to a 
restaurant in his neighborhood. 
His arms and legs were aching from being 
cramped into so small a space, but he dared not 
move. He knew that they would not have cared if 
he had made himself more comfortable, but his 
moving would have called attention to himself 
and his black body. And he did not want that. 
These people made him feel things he did not 
want to feel. If he were like them, it would 
be different. But he was black. So he sat 
still, his arms and legs aching.-*-3 
Bigger's innocence is revealed also through a conversation 
which he has with Mary's friend, Jan. Bigger answers him 
with "Yes, sir." Jan tells him not to call him sir and, 
furthermore, to call him by his first name. Bigger thought 
that he was supposed to answer all whites in this manner, 
l^Richard Wright, Native Son (New York: Harper and Row 
Publishers, 1966), p. 69. 
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which he had heard was the way in which they liked to be 
addressed. Bigger was not knowledgeable about white people, 
except for what he had heard through friends, read in 
newspapers and books, and seen in movies, and was uncertain 
as to how he should answer Jan; therefore, he neither 
accepted nor rejected Jan's request that Bigger call him by 
his first name and discontinue calling him sir. 
Like Clyde Griffiths, Bigger also commits an accidental 
murder. As I pointed out earlier in the chapter, because 
Bigger knows that there exists a taboo against black men 
associating with white women, he conceals his presence in 
Mary Dalton's bedroom.Desperate to keep Mary's mother 
from misinterpreting his presence, he does not try to 
explain it, but acts out of fear. His behavior is innocent, 
however, because he acts in a manner which he thinks is 
appropriate in order to keep a rape charge from being placed 
against him. Precisely as Clyde Griffiths is indirectly 
responsible for the chain of accidents that leads to his 
death, so too is Bigger Thomas. At the close of the novels, 
however, both protagonists accept responsibility for the 
acts of evil that they have committed, thereby exhibiting 
signs of their developing maturity.^5 
^4David Bakish, Richard Wright (New York: Frederick 
Ungar Publishing Company, 1973), p. 33. 
l^Edward Margolies, The Art of Richard Wright, p. 109. 
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A third predominant theme in An American Tragedy and 
Native Son is injustice, continually reiterated by both 
Dreiser and Wright. The best example of the injustice in 
Dreiser's novel is in the scene where Clyde goes to Lycurgus, 
New York to work for his uncle and is treated as a lower- 
class citizen because his family's social status is different 
from that of his uncle. The injustice which Dreiser depicts 
is typical of the materialistic era that Clyde grew up in. 
Clyde starts off at the bottom level of his uncle's factory 
operation, is given a minimum salary, and is thereby forced 
to live in the lower-class section of town. His relatives 
make sure that a class distinction remains between them 
until he becomes acceptable to other members of their social 
group. In fact, Gilbert Griffiths, Clyde's cousin, makes 
it a point to inform Clyde of the importance of upholding 
the Griffiths name.l^ Gilbert sees no reason why his 
family should help a poor blood relative to get a start in 
society. This is revealed when Gilbert, during his father's 
absence, assigns Clyde a bottom-level job. 
"Well, the best thing to do with you, I 
think," he went on, as though before this his 
father had not indicated to him exactly what was 
to be done in this case, "is to start you in the 
shrinking room. That's where the manufacturing 
end of the business begins, and you might as 
well be learning that from the ground up. After¬ 
wards, when we see how you do down there, we can 
l^John j. McAleer, Theodore Dreiser—An Introduction and 
Interpretation (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, Inc., 
1968), p. 132. 
71 
tell a little better what to do with you. If 
you had any office training it might be possi¬ 
ble to use you up here." (Clyde's face fell 
at this and Gilbert noticed it. It pleased 
him.) "But it's just as well to learn the 
practical side of the business, whatever you 
do," he added rather coldly, not that he 
desired to comfort Clyde any but merely to 
be saying it as a fact.17 
Gilbert took advantage of his authority and schemed to keep 
as much distance between his family and Clyde as possible. 
His final feeling was that he could easily 
place and control Clyde in such a way as to make 
him not very important to any one in any way—his 
father, the family, all the people who worked 
here.1° 
That Clyde and Roberta are both careful to protect his 
position as a supervisor by meeting after work and concealing 
their relationship is another example of injustice. They 
know the local taboo against regular employees associating 
with the supervisors and other officials who hold high 
positions in companies and other operations. Just as the 
distinction between the rich and the poor is to be maintained, 
so too is the distinction between officials and regular 
employees. 
Wright's treatment of the theme of injustice is focused 
specifically on racial injustice. The most concrete example 
of racial injustice is depicted in the wretched living 
17Theodore Dreiser, An American Tragedy, p. 182. 
18Ibid. 
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conditions of Bigger's family and other dwellers in the 
South Side Chicago slums. White philanthropists donate 
money to fund black people's eduation, yet at the same time 
they rent to them, at an outrageous price, one-room, 
dilapidated dwellings. Wright vividely depicts injustice 
through a detailed description of Bigger's living conditions. 
As Bigger's family prepares to begin their day, a rat runs 
across the tiny room and causes a lot of commotion. His 
mother shouts: 
"There he is again, Bigger!" the woman 
screamed, and the tiny one-room apartment galva¬ 
nized into violent action. A chair toppled as 
the woman, half-dressed and in her stocking 
feet, scrambled breathlessly upon the bed. Her 
two sons, barefoot, stood tense and motionless, 
their eyes searchnq anxiously under the bed and 
chairs. The girl ran into a corner, half-stooped 
and gathered the hem of her slip into both of 
her hands and held it tightly over her knees.19 
After Bigger murders Mary and Bessie, he glances through 
the window of a South Side apartment as he flees from the 
angry white mob. 
[he] saw in a room in which were two small 
iron beds with sheets dirty and crumpled. In one 
bed sat three naked black children looking across 
the room to the other bed on which lay a man and 
a woman, both naked and black in the sunlight. 
There were quick, jerky movements on the bed where 
the man and woman lay, and the three children were 
watching. It was familiar; he had seen things like 
l^Richard Wright, Native Son, p. 8. 
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that when he was a little boy sleepng five in 
a room.20 
Undoubtedly, poor young black children were exposed to this 
form of sex education at an early age because of the 
condition under which they were compelled to live by their 
white landlords. Just as Clyde's cousin schemed to keep 
him from progressing, so do the wealthy white businessman 
who own dwellings where the black tenants reside. As 
Bigger's Jewish lawyer points out in Book III of Native Son, 
racial injustice has a function in Mary Dalton's death: 
"You rent houses to Negroes in the Black Belt and you refuse 
to rent to them elsewhere. You kept Bigger Thomas in the 
forest. You kept the man who murdered your daughter a 
stranger to her and you kept your daughter a stranger to 
him."21 Also, Wright incorporates the theme of injustice in 
Book I, as Bigger and his friend contemplate robbing Blum's 
Delicatessen, a white-owned business, but change their 
minds because they know at first hand that white policemen 
search endlessly for blacks who commit crimes upon whites, 
but do little or nothing about blacks who commit crimes 
against each other. 
For months they had talked of robbing 
Blum's, but had not been able to bring themselves 
to do it. They had the feeling that the robbing 
20Ibid. , p. 231. 
21Ibid., p. 363. 
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of Blum's would be a violation of an ultimate 
taboo; it would be a trespassing into terri¬ 
tory where the full wrath of an alien white 
world would be turned loose upon them; in 
short, it would be a symbolic challenge of 
the white world's rule over them; a challenge 
which they yearned to make, but were afraid 
to. Yes; if they could rob Blum's, it would 
be a real hold-up, in more sense than one. 
In comparison, all of their other jobs had 
been play.22 
Later, the same day, Bigger and his friend discuss the 
unfair practice of the white society again: 
"I could fly a plane if I had a chance, 
Bigger said. "If you wasn't black and if you 
had some money and if they'd let you go to 
that aviation school, you could fly a plane," 
Gus said...."God'11 let you fly when He gives 
you your wings up in heaven," Gus said.22 
In other words, Bigger and Gus know that, under the present 
conditions of race relations in America, their chances of 
ever flying a plane are nil. Another explicit example of 
racial injustice is presented in Bigger's defense attorney's 
speech. 
Your Honor, I have no desire to be dis¬ 
respectful to this Court, but I must be honest. 
A man's life is at stake. And not only is 
this man a criminal, but he is a black criminal. 
And as such, he comes into this court under a 
handicap, notwithstanding our pretentions that 
all men are equal before the law. 
This man is different, even though his 
crime differs from similar crimes only in 
degree. The complex forces of society have 
isolated here for us a symbol, like a germ 
stained for examination under the microscope. 
22Ibid., pp. 17-18. 
22Ibid., p. 20. 
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The unremitting hate of men has given us a 
psychological distance that will enable us to 
see this tiny social symbol in relation to 
our whole sick organism.24 
According to Keneth Kinnamon, Bigger commits murder as a 
means of releasing his emotion in a world that has been 
stifled by white supremacy.2^ in essence, Max's speech 
reveals the same idea. His speech takes the court back to 
the treatment of the Negro from the origins of slavery 
through and including an Emancipation which officially 
freed him but socially and economically deprived him. A 
final example of injustice which I find evident in Wright's 
novel appears in the trial scene. The prosecuting attorneys 
present to the jurors Bessie Mears' badly brutalized body 
only to show them how Bigger had murdered Mary Dalton, the 
wealthy white young lady. Here, Wright illustrates injustice 
by revealing that blacks who commit crimes against each 
other are seldom punished, but blacks who commit crimes 
against whites are prosecuted. Bigger is aware of this 
societal injustice and of the fact that he is not on trial 
of the murder of the young black woman whom he has mur¬ 
dered.2^ In fact, her murder is not even mentioned, except 
to reveal to the jurors how vicious Bigger is by showing 
24Ibid. , p. 364. 
2^Keneth Kinnamon, The Emergence of Richard Wright, pp. 
140-141. 
2^David Bakish, Richard Wright, pp. 36-37. 
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them how he has killed Bessie. He knows that the only 
reason Bessie's body has been shown to the jurors is to 
stir up hatred. Although Dreiser and Wright depict different 
kinds of injustice, their novels are parallel in that they 
explore the same fundamental idea of injustice, of man's 
inhumanity to man. 
A fourth major theme which links An American Tragedy 
and Native Son is guilt. The first time that Dreiser 
addresses the theme of guilt is in Book One when Clyde's 
mother asks him for a hundred dollars which she intends to 
use to assist her pregnant daughter, Esta. Mrs. Griffiths 
feels distressed at having to ask her son for money. When 
she does, Clyde replies: 
"Why, where would I get a hundred dollars, 
Ma?" He had visions of his new-found source of 
wealth being dissipated by such unheard of and 
inexplicable demands as this, and distress and 
distrust at once showed on his countenance.27 
Young Clyde feels uncomfortable because he has money in his 
pocket; he is saving it to buy his girl friend a coat. As 
a consequence of his feelings, 
He took the trinkets, carried them to the 
most presentable pawnshop he could find, and 
offered forty-five dollars for the lot, took it. 
his, with his mother's ten, would make fifty- 
five, and with forty-five she could borrow from 
Mr. Murch, would make a hundred. Only now, as 
he saw, it would mean for nine weeks he would 
have to give her ten dollars instead of five. 
And ... entirely different from what he pre¬ 
viously considered necesary, was by no means 
^Theodore Dreiser, An American Tragedy, p. 442. 
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a pleasure to contemplate. Nevertheless he 
decided to do it. After all he owed his 
mother something. She had made sacrifices 
for him and the others in days past and 
he could not afford to be selfish. It was 
not decent.28 
Young Clyde experiences criminal feelings after committing 
the agonizing murder. In addition, he envisions evil 
animals and circumstances in his sleep, which is an indication 
of his guilt. For example, he sees in a dream a horned 
figure which appears to be a devil. At another point in 
the novel, as Clyde ponders the idea of murdering Roberta, 
he experiences equally guilty feelings agains. 
And then, falling into a nervous, fervish 
doze soon thereafter, he found himself dreaming 
of a savage black dog that was trying to bite 
him. Having escaped from the fangs of the 
creature by walking in terror, he once more fell 
asleep. But now he was in some very strange and 
gloomy place, a wood or in a cave or narrow can¬ 
yon between deep hills, from which a path, 
fairly promising at first, seemed to lead. But 
soon the path, as he progressed along it, became 
narrower and darker, and finally disappeared 
entirely. And then, turning to see if he could 
not get back as he had come, there directly 
behind him were arrayed an entangled mass of 
snakes that at first looked more like a pile of 
brush. But above it waved the menacing heads 
of at least a score of reptiles, forked-tongues 
and agate eyes. And in front now, as he turned 
swiftly, a horned and savage animal—huge, it 
was—its heavy tread crushing the brush-blocked 
path in that direction. And then, horrified 
and crying out in hopeless desperation, once 
more he awoke—not to sleep again that night.29 
28lbid., p. 90. 
29Richard Wright, Native Son, p. 108. 
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Clyde's guilt is seen again when he rows the boat over the 
water and ponders whether he should continue with his plan 
to murder Roberta. He is nervous because he fears tha 
someone may have been watching from behind the trees, and 
if anyone has been watching him his whole plan will have 
failed before he has had the opportunity to execute it. 
Comparably, Wright shows Bigger's guilt in several 
ways. First of all, the young protagonist is haunted by 
the bloody murder scene. He has tried very hard to erase 
thoughts of it from his mind by shifting the blame from 
himself to Mary. Bigger has finally concluded that it is 
Mary's own fault that she is now dead, because she had made 
a fool of him.3° Bigger's seeing his own head in a paper 
bag and an image which looks like a red hot furnace, exactly 
like the one into which he had forced Mary's body, is caused 
by his guilt. In addition, Bigger's guilt is revealed 
through his actions when he returns from the bus station 
where he had taken Mary's half empty trunk and considers 
whether he should go straight to his room or to the kitchen 
first. He decided to do as he normally did, which was to 
go to the kitchen and then to his room so that a change in 
his actions would not reveal his guiltiness. When Bessie 
innocently questions him about his job, Bigger feels that 
she is questioning him because she possesses some information 
30Ibid. , p. 108. 
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concerning the murder. Her inquisitiveness confuses him; 
at the same time, it puts an idea into his head about how 
to shift the murder-suspicion from himself to a kidnapper. 
His guilt causes these thoughts. Later in the novel, while 
a detective pokes into red hot coals, Bigger holds his 
breath, is nervous and finds his mind filled with questions, 
as he struggles to maintain his composure; this behavior is 
typical of that of a guilty person. In one of the most 
crucial scenes in the novel, the discovery of Mary's bones 
in the furnace, Digger's feeling of guilt reaches its 
climax. As Bigger watched the men sift through the ashes: 
There was silence. Bigger stared without 
a thought or an image in his mind. There was 
just the old feeling, the feeling that he had 
had all his life: he was black and had done 
wrong; white men were looking at something with 
which they would soon accuse him. It was the 
old feeling, hard and constant again now, of 
wanting to grab something and clutch it in 
his hands and swing it into someone's face. 
He knew. They were looking at the bones of 
Mary's body. Without its making a clear pic¬ 
ture in his mind, he understood how it hap¬ 
pened. Some of the bones had not burnt and 
had fallen into the lower bin when he had 
worked the hanle to shift the ashes. The 
white man had poked in the shovel to clear 
the air passage and had raked them out. 
And now there they lay, tiny, oblong pieces 
of white bone, cushioned in gray ashes. He 
could not stay here now. At any moment they 
would begin to suspect him; they would hold 
him; they would not let him go even if they 
were not certain whether he had done it or 
not.31 
31ibid • / p. 206. 
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Guilt took control of Bigger, and he fled the scene to 
protect himself just as Clyde Griffiths did in An American 
Tragedy. Whether the novelists choose to show guilt through 
dreams, reality or hallucinations, the basic pattern is the 
same. 
A final suggestive theme which is very pervasive and 
constantly reiterated in both novels is seen in the failure 
of mandatory religious and ethical codes to save men. Both 
main characters are faced with unfortunate situations be¬ 
cause their parents' religious and moral teaching have 
failed to prepare them for the "real" world. Dreiser depicts 
the failure of religion during the early 1920's to cope 
with the problems of the world, and particularly of American 
life. In the beginning of Book One, he shows the failure 
of religion through Esta's flight from the mission in which 
her family resides. She rebels against the religiosity 
which her parents teach and runs off with a young man who 
seduces and abandons her. Later in the novel, Clyde escapes 
from the family mission into current materialistic society 
and pursues all of the accouterments of the world; his 
aspirations are in complete contrast to his parents' 
religious teachings. Like Esta, Clyde has little faith in 
his parents' beliefs: 
He had always lived at home—in the rooms 
at the rear of the mission in Bickel Street, but 
he hated it. And since his eleventh year, during 
all of which time his family had been residing 
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in Kansas City, he had been ashamed to bring 
boy friends to or near it.32 
And when he came of age he took a job in a local establishment 
and strove for his "American dream." When he arrives in 
Lycurgus, New York, he attends a church-related function, 
and in this scene Dreiser discloses through conversations 
carried on between Clyde and one of his new-found friends 
how Americans began to stray away from religious beliefs. 
They talk about who has the most money, and who owns a 
summer cottage, and who owns two cars, and who has the most 
reputable business. Clyde observes a change in the religious 
values of various members of the Diggby Avenue Congregational 
Church. It appears that they are straying away from that 
stern religion in which his parents believed. Clyde notices 
a change in their personalities: 
there was something in their manner, the 
very spirit of the introduction, which struck 
him as different from the tone of the rest of 
this church group—not exactly morally or reli¬ 
giously unhealthy, but rather much freer, less 
repressed, less reserved.33 
These people were not as religiously inclined as Clyde had 
known church people to be. Apparently religious teachings 
had failed to convert these people. Consequently they were 
not as sanctified as Clyde's "praise-the-Lord" parents. 
32Theodore Dreiser, An American Tragedy, p. 30. 
33jbid. , p. 203. 
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Finally, in the last Book of the novel, Clyde's mother is 
so wrapped up in religion that she fails to realize that 
her son has certain feelings and desires; religion has 
blinded his mother; for her it is the only way to sustain 
the hardships of life and the only way that she knows to 
cope with life. Unfortunately, as she attempts to pass 
these beliefs on to her son, he rebels. Her religious 
teachings fail Clyde for two reasons; he has been economically 
deprived because of his parents' religious fanaticism, and 
he has been taught to believe that all men are good. 
In Native Son, even though Bigger's family did not 
roam the streets singing and praying, the failure of 
religious teaching is as clear as in An American Tragedy. 
Like Mrs. Asa Griffiths, Mrs. Thomas is very religious, and 
it is religion that sustains her in a racist society. Her 
son, Bigger, however, rebels against the religious codes by 
which she abides. In Book Three Max questions Bigger about 
his religious faith. He says: 
"Did you ever go to church, Bigger?" "yeah; when 
I was little. But that was a long time ago." 
"Your folks were religious?" 
"Yeah; they went to church all the time." 
"Why did you stop going?" 
"I didn't like it. There was nothing to it. 
Aw, all they did was sing and shout and pray 
all the time. And it didn't get 'em nothing. 
The white folks got everything."-^4 
34Richard Wright, Native Son, p. 329. 
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Bigger feels that if he allows himself to become too 
religious white people will take advantage of him. As a 
consequence of his feelings, he rebels and hopes to achieve 
without religious faith goals which he aspires to accomplish, 
but, as with Clyde, the failure of ethical and religious 
teachings to guide and protect him helps cause his downfall. 
All critics are agreed that Dreiser remained opposed to 
organized Christianity until his death. Both Clyde and 
Bigger have received Protestant training, as opposed to 
Dreiser's Roman Catholic indoctrination. Wright proves 
that he had no confidence whatever that the black church 
could have prevented Bigger's rebellion and his ultimate 
doom; his psychic and social problems, all springing from 
economic and social dislocation, amounting to alienation, 
have progressed too far for any such solution. 
Since there are similarities in many other aspects of 
Dreiser and Wright's novels as well as in their own personal 
backgrounds, it would have been unlikely that they would 
not have also examined similar themes in their novels. The 
themes of the novels are familiar actions of the intellectual 
and emotional responses of Dreiser and Wright to experiences 
which they had during the course of their youth, but which 




In addition to the three types of similarities that I 
have detailed, it is necessary to compare the plots in An 
American Tragedy and Native Son in order to account for 
similarities in the factual framework, as well as in the 
incriminating evidence and in the political ambition that 
arises during the trials, and thus to give an accurate 
account of parallels between Dreiser's and Wright's novels 
and the sources from which they gathered information of 
which they made use in their novels. As I have pointed out 
in an earlier chapter, Dreiser and Wright used newspaper 
stories and clippings which they altered so that these 
materials serve their own purposes. While working for a 
St. Louis newspaper, Dreiser began considering the type of 
crime around which he would structure An American Tragedy. 
Later, when he began writing the novel, he visited the 
rural New York county where the 1906 Chester Gillette trial 
had taken place.^ He studied the trial transcripts and 
examined the evidence used to convict Gillette. In addition, 
Dreiser visited Death Row, the place where men who had been 
sentenced to die waited to receive their punishment.2 The 
1-Ellen Moers, Two Dreisers (New York: Viking Press, 1969), 
pp. 212-214. 
2Ibid., pp. 731-732. 
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novelist also toured the actual setting where the Gillette- 
Brown murder had taken place, and was thus able to obtain a 
more concrete image of' the area and to familiarize himself 
with Gillette's living conditions.3 Similarly, while Wright 
was writing his novel, he visited Ulysses Simpson Keyes, a 
black lawyer who had defended Nixon in the Robert Nixon- 
Earl Hicks case, until the N.A.A.C.P. appointed someone 
else and, through arrangements made by Margaret Alexander, 
received Keyes' brief.^ Wright also toured the prison 
where Nixon had been executed.5 Wright familiarized himself 
with the electric chair and took pictures of the room where 
the execution was carried out.6 Later, from a Chicago 
library, he checked out information concerning the Richard 
Loeb-Nathan Leopold case and the lawyer who defended them.^ 
According to Alexander, for Native Son Bigger's defense 
lawyer was drawn from Clarence Darrow, the gifted Ohio-born 
lawyer who had defended Richard Loeb and Nathan Leopold. 
Furthermore, Michel Fabre points out that Wright learned 
about the brief deliberations by the jury, the angry white 
5Ibid. , p. 213. 
^Margaret Alexaner, "Richard Wright," in Richard Wright 
Impressions and Perspectives, ed. David Ray (Ann Arbor: The 
University of Michigan Press, 1971), pp. 60-61. 




mobs, and the actual description of the murder.8 
After having familiarized themselves with these actual 
murder cases, the novelists were able to analyze the 
information which they had gathered and to make the necessary 
alterations to fit their own plans. The characters, ideas 
and themes in An American Tragedy parallel in some ways 
details of the Chester Gillette case. Within the framework 
of the novel itself, Dreiser has closely followed the news¬ 
paper story. Gillette was the son of religious missionaries. 
Unable to accept the religious code that his parents had 
enforced, Gillette left home at an early age, as did 
Dreiser's character. However, unlike Clyde, Gillette knew 
the real world and was able to handle situations a little 
more adroitly. Finally, long after leaving home, Gillette 
coincidentally met his uncle and was offered a job by him 
in a shirt factory in upstate New York. Upon accepting the 
older man's employment offer, Gillette traveled to the 
locality with his uncle. Unfortunately, Gillette met there 
a poor factory girl of whom he took physical advantage. 
Grace Brown too, like Dreiser's Roberta Alden, was a daughter 
of a poor family, and like many poor youths she had moved 
to the city to work to help her family as well as herself. 
After Chester and Grace Brown became intimately involved, she 
8Michel Fabre, The Unfinished Quest of Richard Wright 
(New York: William Morrow and Company, 1973), p. 173. 
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moved from her sister's residence to her own apartment in 
order that she might have the freedom to socialize as she 
pleased.9 Meanwhile, Gillette had met the daughter of a 
wealthy family who paid little attention to him.^-O Haplessly, 
Grace, the girl with a background similar to Gillette's, 
became pregnant and pressured Gillette towards marriage. 
Robert Penn Warren suggests that this was more than enough 
for the ambitious Gillette to cope with; consequently, he 
frantically plotted to murder the young woman on an ostensible 
wedding trip.H Gillette employed a false name to conceal 
his identity, and he tried to distort the murder scene in 
order that he might shift all suspicion from himself. 
However, several clues indicated to the crime investigators 
that underhanded play had been involved, specifically when 
letters which Grace had written to Chester were found in a 
bag which he had in his possession. When the victim's 
pregnancy was discovered, law officials began to question 
everyone whom she knew, including co-workers; Chester 
Gillette's name was mentioned as that of a close friend of 
Grace.I2 A search warrant was issued, and Gillette's room 
9Richard Lehan, Theodore Dreiser—His World and His 
Novels (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 
1969), pp. 147-149. 
i^Ellen Moers, p. 148. 
^Robert Penn Warren, Homage to Theodore Dreiser (New 
York: Random House, 1971), p. 99. 
12 Richard Lehan, p. 147. 
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was searched for any possible evidence that could link him 
to the young woman's death. Finally, after discovering 
several concrete clues, the investigators arrested Chester 
Gillette. His family feared public embarrassment, so chose 
not to aid him during his desperate time of need. Since he 
obviously was unable to provide competent lawyers for 
himself, the state provided him two public defenders, one 
of whom was a candidate for District Attorney. Gillette's 
lawyers did everything legally possible to try to save him 
from the death penalty, but unfortunately it was not enough 
to convince the authorities of his innocence. One can 
easily see the connections between Dreiser's An American 
Tragedy and the Chester Gillette case, because many of the 
incidents and much of the circumstantial evidence used to 
indict Gillette and Griffiths are comparable. 
Although I did not examine the Nixon case of 1938, 
which Wright used as the framework of his novel, in as much 
detail as the Dreiser and Gillette parallel, the similarity 
between the newspaper story and the novel is apparent. In 
some respects Wright's novel resembles the factual content 
of the stories exploited by the Chicago newspapers. Accord¬ 
ing to the newspapers, a woman with two children, Mrs. 
Florence Johnson, was murdered by repeated violent blows to 
the head. Two youths were arrested, but the one named 
Robert Nixon was charged with the brutal attack and assumed 
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to be a sex criminal.13 According to Keneth Kinnamon, 
Nixon was charged with the crime probably because of the 
public impression of him formed by his physique, personality 
and psychological patterns. The description of Nixon 
brings to mind that of Bigger Thomas in Native Son; there 
is a close parallel between the color of the skin and the 
shape of the body in the two instances, and Nixon is 
repeatedly referred to by newspaper reporters and angry 
white mobs as an ape.15 Precisely as the angry mob so 
characterized Nixon, the angry mob in Wright's novel 
characterized Bigger. Even before Nixon stood trial, he 
was convicted of the crime, just as Bigger was of his crime, 
by a racially unjust society. 
In addition to similarities in the newspaper stories 
which Dreiser and Wright used while altering them to serve 
their own purpose, there are parallels in the structure of 
their plots. Both novels contain three books, and both pro¬ 
vide plots which are rather simple. H. L. Mencken asserts, 
however, that Dreiser's novel could have been improved had 
it been divided into four books, the last to concern the 
^Kenneth Kinnamon, The Emergence of Richard Wright (Chi¬ 




time between Clyde's arrest and his execution.16 He feels 
that many of Dreiser's long-drawn-out sentences serve no 
contributive purpose. Mencken also declares that Dreiser 
provides too much descriptively detailed information of 
Clyde's home life, on the cities in which he lived and 
worked, on upper-class Lycurgus society and on factory opera¬ 
tion. I7 Irwing Howe points out some of the same problems 
in Dreiser's novel which Mencken observed, and further 
suggests that the trial scene should have been divided.18 
Like Dreiser's novel, Wright's is divided into three books. 
These books are thematically entitled "Fear," "Flight," and 
"Fate," and are notably shorter than Dreiser's. 
The first book of each novel provides a descriptive 
account of the living conditions and life-styles of the 
young protagonists and their families. The novelists reveal 
the innermost thoughts of the young men, and from these 
descriptions and revelations readers are able to form an 
opinion of each character. Dreiser opens his novel by 
describing the poorly dressed Griffiths family as they roam 
the streets of Kansas City, singing and praying. The 
beginning of the novel brings into focus the "American 
dream." Clyde Griffiths is forced to contrast his parents' 
16jack Salzman, The Merrill Studies in An American Tragedy 




teaching with what the world has to offer him. Young Clyde 
becomes more and more aware of the fact that the economic 
deprivations with which he and his family constantly contend 
are a direct result of the religiosity of his parents. 
Clyde and his family have never had anything, and he feels 
that if he does not set out immediately to make money for 
himself he will never succeed in life. He begins to contem¬ 
plate the diretion in which he should go to achieve things 
which he desires so desperately. With no one to guide and 
advise him, he strikes out to improve his life by taking a 
job in a luxurious hotel, one in which he is introduced to 
social and economic class distinctions. 
Later, in Book Three, when Clyde goes to Lycurgus to 
work in his uncle's factory, he observes the distinction 
even more cogently than before. The Griffiths family does 
not readily associate with Clyde until the rest of Lycurgus 
upper-class society takes him up. Sometime later, when 
Clyde meets Roberta, he is very conscious both of the social 
position of his uncle's family and of Roberta's background.19 
Consequently, in order to conceal their socially unequal 
relationship, Clyde and Roberta meet after working hours. 
Upon Clyde's first dinner engagement at the Griffiths' home, 
young Bella Griffiths, Clyde's cousin, further Clyde's obses¬ 
sions regarding wealth and leisure merely by presenting her 
■^Charles Shapiro, Theodore Dreiser; Our Bitter Patriot 
(Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1962), pT 89. 
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elegant friends to him. Also later in Book Three, Clyde 
accidentally murders Roberta Alden and flees from the scene 
of the crime, just as in Book One he flees from Kansas City 
and from the scene of a crime for which he is not responsible. 
The last portion of Book Three gives a detailed account of 
the county where Clyde is to be placed on trial. Finally, 
it ends as his nephew's life begins precisely as Clyde's had. 
In the beginning of Book One of Native Son, Wright 
provides a detailed account of the wretched living conditions 
of Bigger and his family describing the rat-invaded, one- 
room apartment in which they are forced to live. In their 
humiliating lack of privacy, Bigger and his family must all 
sleep and dress in the same room. Further on in Book One, 
the novelist reveals the young character's resentment of 
white people who do not allow him to take part in activities 
in which white youth participate. By doing so, Wright 
establishes how Bigger's resentment and fear of living in a 
white world trigger an uncontrollable violence—a violence 
which in turn leads to a life of crime and his inevitable 
downfall. Book One ends with the murder of an impoverished 
young white woman, and the main protagonist flees the acci¬ 
dental murder scene. 
In Book Two Wright describes Bigger's mounting fear, the 
horrible aftermath of the Dalton murder, and the brutal 
killing of Bessie Mears. At this point in the novel, Bigger 
has ruthlessly killed Mary Dalton and forced her body into 
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a fiery furnace. But the full realization of this murder 
does not become apparent to Bigger until he awakens in his 
home the next morning, at which time he discovers he still 
has some of the evidence that could link him to the crime; 
out of fear he destroys part of the evidence and returns to 
the Dalton home to find two newspaper reporters sifting 
through the ashes in the furnace in which he earlier had 
disposed of Mary's body. Soon, when the reporters discover 
human bones in the furnace, Bigger sneaks from the basement 
to his room and hurries out into the large, cold city. His 
flight is jeopardized when Bessie Mears joins him and learns 
that he has committed a crime. Bigger then murders her, 
and his flight begins; however, because of his tragic 
fate, his flight ends when, during the next day, after 
being chased by policemen, he is trapped on top of a water 
tank and policement turn a water hose upon him. Book Three 
covers Bigger's capture, the coroner's inquest, and the 
three-day trial scene. 
The structure of each novel is essentially the same, 
for each novel contains three books. However, unlike 
Wright's three books, Dreiser's three books are further 
divided into the usual novel chapters, the bulk of which 
appear in Book Two. Within these books, Dreiser uses three 
different settings—Kansas City, Chicago and Lycurgus, New 
York. As a result, his novel is much more detailed than 
Wright's. On the other hand, Wright's Native Son is divided 
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into three books, rather than the usual novel chapters. 
Moreover, unlike Dreiser, Wright utilizes only one setting, 
Chicago. For this reason, Wright's book is not as detailed 
as Dreiser's. The final book of each novel reveals how 
society plays a crucial role in crime; the media, philan¬ 
thropists, wealthy businessmen and politicians are all brought 
into the picture to disclose their roles in the inevitable 
fate of both protagonists. 
A third similarity in plotting occurs in the evidence 
used to apprehend and condemn Clyde Griffiths and Bigger 
Thomas. A piece of luggage plays an essential role in the 
arrest and conviction of the main protagonists. In An 
American Tragedy Roberta takes her suitcase on the assumed 
honeymoon, as she has been instructed to do by Clyde. 
Later, the prosecuting attorney uses the luggage as evidence 
to convict Clyde, while Clyde has used it in an attempt to 
cover up his previous actions. In the same manner in which 
Clyde used the suitcase to try to cover up his tracks, 
Bigger uses a trunk to transport Mary's corpse from her 
bedroom to the furnace in which he disposes of her body. 
Afterwards, Bigger repacks the half-empty trunk and takes 
the luggage to the train station from which Mary was supposed 
to have left for Detroit. After her parents find that she 
has not reached her destination and is missing, they send 
Bigger to the station to claim her trunk. 
Among the more significant pieces of evidence which link 
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Clyde and Bigger to the murders in both novels are their 
letters. When Roberta's body is recovered from the lake, a 
letter is found in one of her pockets which provides the 
criminal investigators with a valuable lead that links 
Clyde to Roberta's death and leads the investigators to 
other incriminating evidence found at Clyde's residence, 
such as the letters from his mother, who addresses him by a 
false name, and the letters from Sondra Finchley. However, 
the most incriminating letter was the one found by Coroner 
Heit in Roberta's coat pocket, printed on Grass Lake sta¬ 
tionery and dated July 8th, a time close to her death. 
Immediately, suspicion was aroused and the coroner began to 
link evidence to suspects. In addition, he decided to 
disclose the incriminating evidence to his friend, the 
district attorney, who could use it to his advantage to 
enhance his political reputation. 
In the case of Native Son the kidnap note which Bigger 
wrote served to incriminate him. Buckley, the prosecuting 
attorney, furnished proof that the handwriting on it matched 
that of Bigger's old school papers. Furthermore, a large 
sum of money which investigators believed Bigger had stolen 
from Mary's purse was found in Bessie's pocket. Both pieces 
of evidence connect Bigger to the murder of Mary Dalton, 
the young white woman for whose slaying the state of New 
York is actually trying Bigger. 
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In addition to the aforementioned evidence that links 
An American Tragedy and Native Son are the pamphlets which 
each protagonist collects and stores in his residence. 
Pamphlets which Clyde collects from the Lycurgus House are 
found in his bag when he is arrested. They suggested to the 
prosecuting attorneys that Clyde may have premeditated 
Roberta's murder, because the pamphlets that he possessed 
were marked "compliments of the Lycurgus House." This 
meant that Clyde had obtained the folders before he had 
left on his trip and not at the Renfrew House, where he 
said he had obtained them. In fact, Mason, the prosecuting 
attorney, informed Clyde that he was able to secure three 
eye-witnesses who had seen him procure the pamphlets prior 
to his pretended wedding trip with Roberta. In summary, 
Clyde's pamphlets served to incriminate him because the 
evidence led criminal investigators to believe that he had 
used them to familiarize himself with Grass Lodge and its 
surrounding areas in order that his plan to murder Roberta 
should proceed smoothly. 
In the case of Native Son, Bigger's Communist pamphlets 
are discovered in his room at the Dalton's home. This 
discovery aroused the investigators' suspicion and motivated 
them to question the young Communist, Jan, who was secretly 
dating Mary Dalton because her father disapproved of the 
organization of which he was a member. As a result of their 
questioning of Jan, he was arrested because he had lied about 
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having been with Mary on the night of the murder and because 
many of his other statements contradicted those of Bigger. 
Later in the novel Bigger uses the pamphlets to trace the 
Communist emblem from the kidnap note which he writes so 
that the police will think Communist Party members have 
abducted Mary Dalton. Although he managed to divert the 
state investigators' questioning from himself to Jan, he 
almost incriminated himself in the foul play after the 
investigators questioned him about Jan's relationship with 
him. Even though Dreiser and Wright did not use the pamph¬ 
lets in exactly the same way, as evidence they serve the 
same fundamental purpose. 
Just as important as the other similarities in plotting 
are the trial scenes in An American Tragedy and Native Son, 
which serve to enhance the political reputation of the 
defense attorneys, called Buckley in one novel and Jephson 
and Belknap in the other. The final books of both novels 
reveal a political struggle between the opposing attorneys 
in the cases. Unfortunately, the political ambition of 
these men determines Clyde's and Bigger's similar fate. We 
learn in An American Tragedy that the defense attorneys 
take a strong interest in the case to boost their political 
campaigns. Therefore, in order that they may use their 
defense of Clyde to serve their best interest, Belknap and 
Jephson try to bring out Clyde's mental state by calling 
him a coward; they also try to create a plausible story 
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from the story Clyde has told them and from the incriminating 
evidence which he has so carelessly left behind. In Native 
Son Max, Bigger's Communist lawyer, attempts to defend 
Bigger's crime by revealing the conditions which compelled 
him to commit crime and by referring to Bigger as a "poor 
youth." Neither case, however, proves to be in the clients' 
best interest. Belknap and Jephson take Clyde's case only 
to oppose Mason, the Republican District Attorney. Because 
they are Democrats, they oppose Mason for political reasons. 
The defense attorneys decide to enter a plea of insanity 
for Clyde, but because Clyde is a Griffiths and because his 
well-known uncle, Samuel Griffiths, lives in nearby Lycurgus, 
New York, they are unable to use this for fear of ruining 
the Griffiths' family reputation. Similarly, in Native Son 
Max defends Bigger only because the Communist Party has 
been involved. Moreover, he uses his case to articulate 
the Communist Party's philosophy, rather than as an effort 
to free Bigger. Whereas Dreiser allows his character to 
speak for himself in order to show the court his mental 
state, Wright does not allow Bigger to do so because he is 
unable to articulate his feelings, especially in front of a 
hostile white audience. Ultimately, although the defense 
attorneys fail in their attempt to save their clients' 
lives, they nevertheless manage to inform the courts of the 
conditions which compelled the protagonists to commit murder. 
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In summary, Dreiser and Wright have similarly treated 
the same general incidents in their plots. They have 
presented real-life situations which they have witnessed, 
and they have utilized information which they have collected 
and examined, all in an effort to add creditability to the 
plot of each novel. In my opinion, the most significant 
real-life situation which the novelists presented in their 
plots is the political ambition illustrated by the lawyers, 
which reveals how man will do almost anything to fulfill 
his own ends, even at the expense of sacrificing another 
human being's life. 
CHAPTER VI 
CONCLUSION 
Although many critics have called attention to the 
similarities in Dreiser's An American Tragedy and Wright's 
Native Son in the past, they have not thoroughly explicated 
the details of their findings. In this study I have 
attempted to provide as much accurate information as possible 
to disclose why certain demonstrable parallels which I have 
found in Dreiser and Wright's novels do, in fact, exist. 
Furthermore, I have researched the backgrounds of the 
novelists and found that they shared similar backgrounds, 
creative writing interests, philosophies, points of view 
and opinions on religion, all of which may possibly account 
for the realistic pictures of American life provided by 
their novels. In addition, I have analyzed the two works, 
particularly as they relate to characterization, theme and 
plot, and have found even closer parallels which seem to 
link the two novelists. This chapter, then, is a summary 
of the major findings this study has explored. 
After examining the biographies of Dreiser and Wright, 
it appears to me that it was inevitable that Dreiser and 
Wright should write fiction and reveal numerous parallels 
in their works, since their backgrounds reveal general 
similarities. Both writers were denied many normal 
experiences during their adolescent and young-adult days. 
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They were deprived of these experiences for social, racial 
or economic reasons, or for all three. In their adult 
years, both men began their careers as newspaper reporters 
before they actually began their careers as novelists. In 
addition to the aforementioned parallels, both writers 
shared the desire to experience as much of what they wrote 
as possible. They were aware of the fact that they wanted 
to inform the world of the lives they had lived, the places 
they had been, the people they had met and their American 
dream. As a result, Dreiser and Wright produced two of the 
most successful naturalistic masterpieces in American lit¬ 
erature. Dreiser's An American Tragedy is an archetypal 
portrayal of the era in which he wrote, whereas Wright's 
Native Son is the culmination of naturalism in America. 
Dreiser's novel was written about industrialized America of 
the period 1920-25 and the extremes of poverty that came 
with the era. The novel also depicted the religious values 
of the time, all of which were observed and experienced by 
the novelist. Similarly, Wright attempted to write about 
subjects that were familiar to him. For example, Native Son 
contains first-hand knowledge of life in the Jim Crow South 
and big city slums of the North. Specifically, Wright 
depicts America's treatment of the black man's economic 
deprivation in a society which does deny him opportunity to 
succeed because of racial prejudice. One would have to 
conclude, then, that the two young writers reflected seriously 
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upon their experiences, intertwined material from other 
sources with their imagination, and used them in their 
fiction in a similar manner. 
Just as the details in Dreiser and Wright's background 
prove parallel, so do their imaginative writing interests. 
Both became interested in imaginative writing at an early 
age. Dreiser was around eighteen at the time of his initial 
interest, while Wright was fifteen. Of major importance is 
the fact that Dreiser developed his imaginative writing 
interests by reading works written by European writers, 
notably those of Balzac, Flaubert and Zola. It is believed 
that the European writers impressed him more than any 
others. Dreiser was so fully enthralled with the Europeans' 
work that he wanted to try his hand at writing about his 
own life in America to convey his feelings and to aid him 
in the production of imaginative literature. Although 
Dreiser perhaps had enough accumulated knowledge to write 
any imaginative masterpiece that he chose without the aid 
of other sources, undoubtedly he was excited by the manner 
in which the Europeans wrote. However, it can be said, 
after identifying Dreiser's imaginative writing interests, 
that he aspired to write creatively as a means of exposing 
truthful observations, utilizing journalistic experience, 
and escaping those financial disasters which he had en¬ 
countered as a child up to the time that he began his writing 
career. 
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Richard Wright also developed his imaginative writing 
interests in much the same way as had Dreiser. Although 
Wright read numerous books by others, H. L. Mencken was his 
acclaimed literary mentor. He had read an article by 
Mencken and was impressed with his style. After reading 
several of Mencken's books and continuing to admire his 
style of writing, Wright ventured on to read all of the 
writers about whom Mencken wrote. Experiencing those read¬ 
dings Wright was fascinated by the way the white writers 
depicted the American scene, so much so that he was determined 
to write about the black man's life in the same manner. 
His aim, like that of Dreiser, was to depict as accurately 
as possible the living texture of the life he knew. Addi¬ 
tionally, there were other writers whose works stimulated 
Wright's interests. While working for the Federal Writers' 
Project in Chicago, Wright studied the novelistic techniques 
of those writers employed by the Project. As a result, he 
gained some of the best experience of his entire imaginative 
writing career. He was able to develop a novelistic tech¬ 
nique which aided him in depicting the life of the black 
man in America, as he has done so remarkably well in Native 
Son. 
While Dreiser and Wright appear to have much in common, 
so do their major works. After analyzing both novels, I 
have found that there are at least three important factors-- 
characterization, theme and plot— which are crucial to the 
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understanding of the writers' novelistic techniques. Of 
the three factors which render parallel in Dreiser and 
Wright's novels, characterization is the most significant. 
Specifically, it is the similarities between the characteri¬ 
zations of major and minor characters. However, it is the 
main protagonist of each novel, Clyde Griffiths in An American 
Tragedy and Bigger Thomas in Native Son, who share more simi¬ 
larities than any of the other characters. There are at 
least four fundamental characteristics which render parallel 
the main protagonists: lack of knowledge about the facts of 
the world, lack of understanding of the opposite sex, and 
rebellion against the strict ethical teachings of their 
parents. An added handicap to Bigger is his lack of under¬ 
standing of white people. Additionally, the protagonists 
share another very important characteristic; they are born 
victims of economic deprivation, which contributes to their 
inevitable failure. 
In the case of the minor characters, there are quite a 
few similarities between the roles that they play, and in 
some instances their functions are the same. For instance, 
the novelists have derived many of their characters from 
their own backgrounds and have reproduced figures which 
resemble their own family and friends. The resemblance is 
particularly striking in the characters that represent the 
protagonists' mothers, sisters and girl friends. Further 
similarities are also found in the characterization of the 
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protagonists' employers, prosecuting attorneys and ministers— 
all of whose function in the novels was basically the same. 
That there are many notable similarities in other 
aspects of Dreiser and Wright's novels, makes it virtually 
impossible for them not to have treated similar basic 
themes. The novels' themes emerge from the harrowing 
experiences that Clyde and Bigger encountered. In addition 
to utilizing themes involving their own lives, the novelists 
have delved even further and have created universal themes. 
There are five predominant themes which I have found evident 
in the novels. Although those themes are few, they are 
continually reiterated, because the novelists took their 
ideas from the American setting during the time in which 
they matured. The five predominant themes are the success 
myth, innocence, injustice, guilt and the failure of current 
secular and ecclesiastical codes. A major theme that is 
continually reiterated in both novels is injustice, Dreiser 
treating social injustice and Wright racial injustice. A 
second predominant theme of the two novelists is the success 
myth, the "American dream." Relentlessly, the protagonists' 
dream is threatened and becomes the impossible dream through¬ 
out the course of the novels. Clyde Griffiths aspires to 
become a member of America's rich and powerful stratum of 
society by pursuing a wealthy young lady who is already 
affluent and privileged. His impulsive illusion, however, 
turns out to be a delusion when his plan to marry her fails. 
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Even Bigger Thomas yearns for the things that society has 
taught him to desire. He, too, wants to be successful, to 
be rich and powerful, so he plans to collect a large sum of 
ransom money in order to fulfill his dream to "get rich 
quick." Inevitably, neither protagonist is able to achieve 
those material things which they desire. Even though 
Dreiser and Wright do not depict the success myth in the 
same manner, the fundamental myth is the same. While there 
are other predominant themes, these two are definitely per¬ 
vasive . 
In addition to the aforementioned similarities found in 
Dreiser and Wright's use of character and theme is the use 
of plot. àfter examining the plots in both novels, I have 
concluded that Dreiser and Wright depicted the same general 
ideas in their plots. They have presented real-life situa¬ 
tions that are typical of all men, and in so doing they have 
externalized their own feelings. The structure of each novel 
is essentially the same. Each novel contains three books, 
and both plots are rather simple. The first book of each 
novel provides a descriptive account of the living conditions 
and life-styles of the young protagonists and their families. 
The second book of each novel concerns the flight of both 
protagonists as they flee from crimes which they have acci¬ 
dentally committed. The final book of both novels reveals 
a political struggle between the opposing attorneys in the 
cases. In addition, the last book reveals how society plays 
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a crucial role in crime. The similarities in plotting are 
demonstrable in the information gathered to write the 
novels, in the evidence used to apprehend and condemn Clyde 
and Bigger, and in the trial scene. 
All of the information herein provided and the analyses 
included have been an attempt to disclose why and how Dreiser 
and Wright's novels are similar. The study documents that 
there are many vital parallels which link the two American 
novelists. One has only to examine their backgrounds, their 
creative writing interests, and other similarities to deter¬ 
mine that these parallels do, indeed, exist. 
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